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There are many condensed versions in English of the Mahcibharata 
of Vyasa (the Bibliography at the end of this volume lists them 
all), but the only one that can be called a translation is Dr V. 
Raghavan’s rendering which, by shortening the 100,000-shloka epic 
to about 2,000 ^hlokas, is microscopic in its compression. My aim 
has been to re-tell the story of the Kurukshetra war at greater length 
but always in Vyasa’s own words, without simplifying, interpreting, 
or elaborating. I have selected only such shlokas as formed a con¬ 
tinuous narrative, leaving out the large clutch of sub-stories, leg¬ 
ends, peripheral digressions and other tangential material that is 
fascinating by itself but not absolutely relevant to the tale of the 
Kaurava-Pandava conflict. 

I have stressed incidents and episodes with dramatic qualities 
which provided illuminating entries into the complex motivation of 
the Mahabharata's main characters. Wherever such a choice was 
available, I have preferred Vyasan dialogue to straight narration 
and report. 

Some readers may wonder why the transcreation in this book 
differs sometimes from the transcreation of the same passages in my 
continuing shloka-by-shloka version to be completed in twenty years 
(it was begun in 1968). This is probably due to the fact that the 
passages happened to be transcreated at different times, the diffe¬ 
rences (always very minor) being the result of changes in my under¬ 
standing and appreciation of Vyasa. 

Diacritical marks have been omitted in the main text of the trans¬ 
lation; they are included in the Glossary and Bibliography. The 
internationally accepted system of Sanskrit-Englis h transliteration 
has been followed, with two exceptions: $r is indicated by “£h” in¬ 
stead of “s,” and ^ by “sh” instead of “s.” 


P. Lal 
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?t^zpt T^rfer t wf%a; 11 


What is found in this epic 
way be elsewhere; 
What is not in this epic 
is nowhere else . 


sjjrfc#^ T fTT'4 ^ % 5J TfT n 

I raise my arms and I shout — 
but no one listens! 

From dliarma comes success and pleasure; 
why is dliarma not practised? 

—Mahabharata 

The Eighteenth Book: Heaven: 50 & 62 
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1. The Doomsday Epic 

To be Indian, or simply to live in India at any period in her 
recorded history, is to open oneself to the benign moral influence 
of two epics —the Ramciycinci and the Mahabharata. Caste, creed, 
colour do not matter here; what matters is the degree, range, and 
subtlety of exposure, which in turn determines the quality of the 
affected person’s “Indianness,” whatever that very large word 
means. It certainly means the very opposite of cultural myopia, 

and has no connection with any kind of hyper-sensitive parochial 

inwardness. “The Mahabharata is the content of our collective un¬ 
conscious,” said the late V.S. Sukthankar in a statement made in 
1943 regarding the progress of his now-completed magnificent 

critical edition of the epic. “And just for that reason it refuses to 

be discarded. We must therefore grasp this great book with both 
hands and face it squarely. Then we shall recognise that it is our 
past which has prolonged itself into the present. We are it: I 
mean the real We." 

The Ramayana rouses compassion, the Mahabharata an almost 
cosmic awe. The story of Rama and Sita recommends ideal human 
love; the story of the Pandavas and the Kauravas is a doom 
narrative. Valmiki rules the Hindu’s heart, Vyasa goes into his very 
guts. Valmiki shows the dhammapada, the sweet and straight path 
of dharma, sometimes, a painful path too, but not impossible to 
follow; he is a gentle guru who looks back periodically to encou¬ 
rage his reading or listening disciple in the search for goodness. 
But Vyasa posits an intricate dharma, where right and wrong are 
bewilderingly mixed; he sits on one’s back, relentlessly looking 
ahead to the end of a yuga, and forcing his reader to look at it 
too, clearly and unsentimentally. Valmiki delineates the Hindu, 
the Indian, dream of perfection; Vyasa pricks the Hindu, the 
Indian, conscience. Valmiki’s epic is a vision; Vyasa’s epic is a 
mirror in which the Indian sees himself undeceived. Not a pretty 
reflection—and yet look we must, adjusting a stray lock of unruly 
hair, squinting to wish away a wrinkle, breathing in a disobedient 
waistline, smiling quickly to hide inconsolable personal despair. 
Vyasa is ubiquitious and inescapable; he will not let us be, he is 
like an eczema itch, a chronic toothache, a betrayed love. 

The anguished intensity of the Indian’s involvement with the 
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the mahabharata 

Mahabharata can be seen in the way reference is made to the epic 
in public life. The Ramayana is cited generally when ethical ideals 
are expected; the Mahabharata is referred to when compromises 
are made, shady deals struck, promises dishonoured, battles 
fought, disasters lamented. 

Take some recent examples. First, the Ramayana. Sri Jyoti Basu, 
leader of the Communist Party of India (Marxist) in West Bengal, 
chose April Fool s Day in 1970 to have a dig at the West Bengal 
Governor, Sri S. S. Dhavan. Sri Dhavan had issued a long state¬ 
ment on assuming office which concluded with the remark that his 
role during the President’s Rule in West Bengal would be that of 
Bharata who had ruled Ayodhya while his elder brother Rama was 
in exile. Addressing a public meeting, Sri Basu said “jocularly,” 
“I don’t mind his playing the role of Bharata. But I would request 
him not to rule for fourteen long years, as Bharata did. Sri Dhavan 
should at best play the role of Bharata for a couple of months 
and then hand over the management of the State to Rama (the 
people).” This is straight wisdom. 

The Mahabharata is invariably quoted when crooked wisdom and 
devious device need to be employed. In March 1970 Sri P. S. Srini- 
vasan, a Communist Party of India member of the Kerala Legis¬ 
lative Assembly, criticised the Marxists for their “blind opposi¬ 
tion” to the ruling Achutha Menon ministry, and added that, like 
Abhimanyu, the Marxists had entered the padma-vyuham (lotus 
army-formation) of unsuccessful agitations, but were not able to 
come out of it This warning was given during an Assembly session. 

The Communist Party of India (Marxist) leader of the opposition, 

Sri E. M. S. Namboodiripad, retorted: “Don’t forget Uttara, who 
went to Kurukshetra and turned tail. We shall prefer to be 
Abhimanyu who died boldly fighting. But you are like Uttara who 
shamelessly fled from battle.” According to the newspaper report, 
Sri Namboodiripad was making “an obvious reference to the C.P.I. 
not favouring the mid-term election.” 

Or consider how in 1970 the leader of the Indian National Army, 
Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose, becomes equated with Drona. “A 
photo of Netaji ‘presided over’ a public meeting addressed by an 
Independent candidate Pattahil Raghavan at Taliparamba in 
Cannanore District. Sri Raghavan adopted his novel method imita¬ 
ting Ekalavya, a heroic character in the Mahabharata who trained 
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himself in archery in the presence of his guru Drona's statue a 
argely attended meeting was surprised when Sri Ra<>havan nio a 
a pho, 0 of Ne.aji Bose on the Presided chair and ht ."f d^ 
red the presidential address.” e 

In December the same year, before the elections that swent Sri. 
mati Indira Gandhi into power, a member of the Confess (O) 
described the Swatantra Party, B.K.D., S.S.P., and the Jana s 
as the “four Pandava brothers” whose help, in his view was re- 
qinred t° fight the “Kauravas in power.” Another member Sri 
Malai from Orissa, pleaded with “some friends” in the party' not 
to play the -role of Yudhishthira” (the gentle, moral eldest 
1 andava brother) and try to dissuade “Arjuna and Bhima” (the 
brothers most skilled in military arms) “from using the dhanusha 
and gada ,” the bow and mace, symbolic here of aggressive even 
violent, electioneering tactics. 

In a direct hit at the Congress (O) leader during the debate in 
Parliament on the Abolition of Privy Purse Bill in October 1 970 
Mrs Gandhi, referring to the incorruptible commander of Durvo’ 
dhana’s armies, said: “When Sri Morarji Desai rose to lead the' 
Opposition to the Bill, I was reminded of the Kauravas making use 
ot Bhishma. His role was to give a moral facade to an indefensible 

C3.SC. 


, And on 8 July 1979, after the resignation of Sri Devaraj Urs 

from the Congress (I) led by Indira Gandhi, and the consequent 
political split that created the conditions for a fresh struggle for 
leadership, the headline in a Calcutta daily provided theexact 
metaphor: “Urs and Mrs Gandhi Getting Ready For a ‘Kuruk- 
shetra’.” The news report said: “Mrs Gandhi, President of the" 
Congress (I), and Sri Devaraj Urs, leader of the Karnataka Con°. 
ress, are getting ready for what is being described as a modern 
‘Kurukshetra’ in Karnataka, according to political observers in 
New Delhi.” 


The Mahabharata has many ways other than political of keep¬ 
ing itself alive in the Indian imagination. In Book I (Section 172 

shloka 20) is a verse that celebrates lyrically the “holy Ganga” 
which, “flowing through heaven, is Alakananda.” The Alakananda 
is a small river that rises in the Himalayas and flows into the 
Ganga. On July 22 in 1970 this “heaven-flowing” stream made 
front-page headlines: “thirteen buses and five cars swept away 
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alakananda— 100 PILGRIMS feared dead.” Next day, another 
two-column front-page headline: “two villages washed away by 
alakananda.” The Special Representative of a Calcutta daily 
added: “From a welter of conflicting reports it is evident that a 
tragedy of major proportions has overtaken pilgrims to Badrinath 
following a sudden flood in the Alakananda.” 

“A tragedy of major proportions” is an accurate way of describ- 
ine the Mahabharata itself. The epic of Vyasa is not a literary 
masterpiece out there, somewhere in the past, or tucked away in 
air-conditioned museums and libraries. Its characters still walk the 
Indian streets, its animals populate our forests, its legends and 
myths haunt and inspire the Indian imagination, its events are the 
disturbing warp and woof of our age. It is our Doomsday Epic, a 
grand tale of a pyrrhic victory. It ends with the Pandavas leaving 
Hastinapura with the taste of ashy triumph still in their mouths. 
What is the point of ruling when eighteen akshauliinis of soldiers 
have been slaughtered and almost everyone you know is dead or 
dvin» 9 After all, Vyasa is writing about his own grandchildren and 
their internecine conflict. He fathered Dhritarashtra and Pandu, 
whose sons legitimate and illegitimate, kill each other in what is 

one of history’s most gruesome bloodbaths. Vyasa portrays this 

massive moral collapse in terms that appear specially relevant to a 
renturv like ours that awaits the beast of a Second Coming slouch- 
L on slow hirsute thighs, and witnesses things falling apart, the 

centre refusing to hold, the best lacking all convict,on and the 

worst full of passionate intensity. The Mahabharata ,s recoramen- 
\ j r „ dine for an age that breeds dry thoughts m a Waste Land, 
lecu ates fascinatedly on the paradoxical Black Ho,es of in,er- 
teha pace, and cannot be sure if there will indeed be a 2001 
for mankind beyond the Holocaust. The Mahabharata has some- 
thing significant to say about the supernatural and die occult 
(Yudhishthira’s vision of Hell in Book 18) conscientious objection 
and pacifism (Arjuna’s dialogue with Krisnna in the Gita in 
Book 6) Women’s Lib (Draupadi’s challenge to the hoary male 
elders in Book 2), sexual frankness (Arjuna’s numerous erotic 
relationships, Kunti’s virginal conception), cataclysmic warfare 
(the battlefield of Kurukshetra), and a host of other contemporary 

concerns. . 

But Doomsday Epic should not be mistaken to mean Despaii 
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Epic. The all-embracing canvas of Vyasa’s maharkavya provides a 
cathartic, liberating experience, simply because it refuses to ex¬ 
clude anything. To know all is to transcend all, to forgive all; 
perhaps; one cannot be very sure; “all” is too much and forgive¬ 
ness very difficult. But even the glimpse of totality that Vyasa 
provides is an experience that suffices by helping to minimise the 
malice we feel towards our enemies, soften the contempt we have 
for the fanatic and the stupid, and reduce the anger or indiffe¬ 
rence we cultivate for people and things and ideas that do not fit 
into our pattern of life and behaviour. (I shall deal at greater 
length with this in the fourth section of this introduction sub-titled 
“The Message of the Mahabharata .”) 

To condense the vastness of Vyasa s epic, to arrive at an assi¬ 
milable hard core narrative, is not an easy task because each 
person has his or her own, and often dogmatic, ideas of what is 
essential and what tangential. My criterion has been a simple one. 
the essential Mahabharata is whatever is relevant to us in the 
second half of the twentieth century; whatever helps us understand 
better and live better our own Dharma, Artha, Kama, and 
Moksha; whatever we would like to see passed on to our children 
so that they get clearer insights and perspectives into the intricate 
business of living and are thereby enabled, when they grow up, to 
select, better perhaps than we did, what they think is essential in 
the Mahabharata for the age in which their children will live and 
die. No epic, no work of art, is sacred by itself; if it does not have 
meaning for me now, it is nothing, it is dead. 


2. The Hard Core Narrative 

“Those who read the Mahabharata merely as beautiful poetry 
or enjoy it with antiquarian interest as something old and naive 
and quaint miss its real spirit,” wrote Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan 
in his foreword to Promatha Nath Mullick’s The Mahabharata as 
a History and a Drama (Calcutta, 1939). The question is: What is 
its real spirit? 

^ The Mahabharata is maharkavya, the great epic, but it is also 
traditionally the fifth Veda, and it is of course itihasa , history, 
“his story.” A good question, linked to the first, is. Whose? Two 
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important levels of chronicling can be traced in any attempt to dis¬ 
cover the Mahabharata 1 s hard core. 

First—and much of this is severely compressed and sometimes 
merely suggested in my version—it is a chronicle of Hindu mytho¬ 
logy, inextricably jumbled up and needing to be disentangled, but 
definitely a glorification of the eighth avatara of Vishnu— Krishna 
—as the appended 22,000-shloka Harivamsha to it testifies. Vyasa’s 
epic, the epic of Bharat, i.e. India, is also pre-eminently Krishna’s 
epic. Symbolically, one can see the Mahabharata as the peak point 
of evolutionary development represented by the “descents” of 
Vishnu in the world of mortals to give moral momentum to each 
age to improve itself. These descents are always placed in chrono¬ 
logical order in literary texts and religious iconography: the water 
creature Fish (Matsya), the amphibian Tortoise (Kurma), the land 
animal Boar (Varaha), the “Missing Link” Man-Lion (Narasimha), 
the Hunter “Homo Erectus” Rama-with-Axe (Parashu-Rama), the 
feudal divinity Rama (hero of the Ramayana, which is also an 
itihasa, the earlier avataras being recorded in puranas or ancient 
texts), the sensitively-loving and erotic divinity Krishna (in the 
Mahabharata seen as an adviser and guide, but revealed in his 
full eighth avatara personality in the Harivamsha and the Bhaga- 
vata Parana), followed by the ascetically compassionate, sex- 
renouncing Buddha (or, alternatively, in orthodox Hinduism, 
Kalki, the still-to-come white apocalyptic horse). These nine 
moral hoops of time in ascending order of moral importance form 
a maha-yuga, which consists of 12,000 god-years or 4,320,000 solar 
or man-years. 

Such is the macro time-scheme. Seen in close-focus micro-vision, 
the Mahabharata chronicles the last years of the third yuga of the 
Hindu mythological time-structure. The first, Krita-yuga, 1,728,000 
years long, is symbolised by the colour white. It has only one caste 
—called hamsa— and one goal: truth; its people live 4,000 years; 
there is no sexual union—children are produced by will-power. 
The second, Treta-yuga, is red; it has one goal: knowledge; it lasts 
1,296,000 years; the average individual life-span being 3,000 years; 
mere touching produces progeny. The third, Dvapara-yuga, is the 
yuga of the Mahabharata; its colour is yellow, it lasts 864,000 
years; the individual life-span is 2,000 years; children are born by 
lawful intercourse. The present Kali-yuga is the last before the 
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world is destroyed and gets re-created; it is calculated to have 
started at midnight on February 17-18, 3102 B.C., w en i- 
manyu’s son Parikshit ascended the throne in Hastinapura, a ter 
the Kurukshetra carnage; it will last 427,000 years, its co our is 
black and the average life-span varies; its people in u ge in un¬ 
natural and excessive sex. 

One notices how two time-spans are at variance iere le evo¬ 
lutionary time-scheme of the nine avataras, an tie our-yuga 
time-scheme of Krita, Treta, Dvapara, and Kali. ne cou sur¬ 
mise that the first two yugas, with their impossi e per ec ions, 
are dreams of an ideal state, a golden age nostalgia y crea e by 
the mythopoeic imagination of the early Kah-yuga poets and 
sages, and that the Dvapara-yuga itself is a mixture o sue ream 
and actual fact. In fact, one delightfully elastic cone usion could 
reasonably be arrived at—the Mahabharata caa e ated 

anywhere between 3,500 b.c.-1,000 b.c. The epic itse was prob¬ 
ably continuously created over thousands of years and, in its later 
stages, oral and written versions very likely existed si e y side. 

This should prompt us to examine the Mahabharata at its 
second level—as historical chronicle. A genealogical listing is help¬ 
ful in this regard, and a study of the Mahabharata Family Tree 
appended to this book will provide a good spring-board to appre¬ 
ciate the cornucopia of social, ethical, political, economic, meta¬ 
physical and other details that the epic’s numerous commentators 
assiduously concern themselves with. What really happened? Who 
were the actual parties involved in the various internecine and 
genocidal conflicts? What conjectures are reasonable after a 5,000- 
year interval? Are the Mahabharata heroes and heroines our 
contemporaries only symbolically, are they only poetic projec¬ 
tions, or can we treat them as flesh-and-blood protagonists, seen 
historically'! (To suggest this is not to imply that poetry cannot 
also be good history or, even more important perhaps, that history 
cannot be good poetry.) 

Introducing Romesh Chunder Dutt’s English condensation of 
the Mahabharata in 1899, Max Muller wrote: “The date of i ts 
first composition is, of course, unknown. ... All we can say j s 
that, a collected poem, called not only Bharata, but Mahabharata, 
i.e. the great story of the war of the Bharatas, is mentioned clear¬ 
ly in the Ashvalayana Sutras, that is, before the rise of Buddh- 
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ism in the sixth century B.c. Bu( what the Mahabharata was then, 
we shall of course never know. All we can say is that, when first 
collected, it must have been a mnemonic poem, composed before 
the art of writing was known in India, or, at all events, before it 
had been applied to literary purposes in that country. Extraordi¬ 
nary as it may seem to us that so enormous a poem should have 
been composed and handed down by memory only, the fact itself 
can hardly be doubted. It is in India, of all countries of the world, 
where we must study the facts about the extraordinary, and to us 
almost incredible, powers of memory before the art of writing was 
known and practised. There is, no doubt, an introductory chapter 
of our poem which tells us how, with the help of Ganesha, the 
Mahabharata was written. But the absence of that chapter in a 
large number of MSS., more particularly, as Dr Winternitz has 
shown, in the MSS. of the South of India, speaks tor itself, and 
proves that the idea of the poem having been composed on paper 
was an after-thought, and may, in fact, serve to determine the 
time when writing for literary purposes became the custom in 
India.” 

Max Muller then tries to reconstruct what he believes is the 
basic narrative of the epic, the core plot, as it were, the historical 
kernel. “Life seems too short to read such a gigantic poem as a 
whole, and various attempts have been made from time to time to 
reduce it to its original dimensions. The most promising was to 
follow the indications of an old Index or Anukramamka, incorpo¬ 
rated in the poem itself. But if we add the number of couplets of 
each book, as stated in that preface, we are still left with a poem of 
no less than 80,000 couplets .... The original subject was the war 
between two branches of the same royal family, the Bharata prin¬ 
ces. These Bharatas are mentioned as an ancient and most power¬ 
ful rac^n^The^iornr'orTnHIa^as^early as^_the Brahman^penod,. 
for in the Shlatapalha'BTahmaha, XITCT574, we read, ‘ fhe great^, 
ness'l^ the Bharalas~neiflier~fhe men before nor t os.e.a fter thern . 
have'ever attainedrhordid the seven tribes of men, even as mor- 
'taTman does not touch the sky with his flanks. . . . There exists 
always one great difficulty; we cannot tell which period of Indian 
history is represented to us in each of its various component parts. 
Every race in the North, the South, the East, and West of India 
wished to see some account of its own heroes inserted in the natio- 
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nal epic. Philosophers claimed some mention of their doctrines as a 

proof of their antiquity, and aslHcmd of brief of nobility.JM^raL— 

and legal authorities cla mou red naturally for the same me nti on ; 
and even mere customs, rules about caste, marriage, and inherit-^ 
ance had to be placed under the shield of the ancientjjjnc. Th e geo -_ 
graphy, the ethnology, the migrations of races in India, all may be 
studied in the Mahabharata. The dominating religious cult, not at 
the time of the Great War itself, but at the time of the final redac¬ 
tion of the poem, was clearly the worship of Krishna, and this is 
generally referred to a time after the disappearance of Buddhism 
from the soil of India, so that the final redaction of the epic can 
hardly be placed. . .before the fourth century a.d. But much of this 
is still uncertain, and we must carefully guaxdjlgaiiisi- prem a tur e—- 
and positive assertions when we treat oFthe chronology of Indian 

literatu re, and its_epic literature_inparticular,. Eveiy r gencration of 

scholars builds up its own system of chronology, and the next 
generation pulls it down.” 

“Much of this is still uncertain. . ..’’That brings us back to square 
one. In spite of the prevailing nebulosity, attempts continue to be 
made to discover a “hard core.” For instance, Romesh Chunder 
Dutt’s condensation—“a snap-shot, as it were, of the old poem,” 
commented Max Muller, somewhat in acc urately.- because^Jt—was”-- 
really a series of stringently selected frames—was fleshed around the 
following skeleton: Astra Dapsana (The Tournament') . Swavamvara . 
(The Bridg!s-jCt>Qicel^K a.iasuya (The Imperial Sacrifice),, Dyuta 
^Th e Fatal Dice') J ativrat a-Mahatmya” TWoman’s Love—this re¬ 
tells ‘the Savitri-Satyavarf story, and is not strictly a part of the 
hard core Mahabharata), Go-harana (Cattle-Lifting') . Udyoga (The 
Preparation), Bhishma-Badha. (Fall of Bhishma), Djrona-Badha 
(Fall of Drona), Karna-Badha (Fall of Kama), Sraddha (Funeral 
Rites), and Aswa-Medha (Sacrifice of the Horse), concluding with a 
section irTwhich fndra welcomes Yudhishthira into heaven. Obvi¬ 
ously, Durt treated the epic as a straight narrative of the Kuru 
dynasty’s rise and fall. That is one way of finding out what hap¬ 
pened, because Vyasa is telling his own and his family’s story, 
along with the story of their descendants, so that for the majority 
of Indian readers the reading of the epic is a return to, and a 
discovery of roots. 

For many twentieth-century scholars, however, there is much 
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more in the tale than a simple search for ethnic and other roots. 
They see the Mahabharata as a record, on one level, of imperial 
expansion and, on another, as a text of elitist cultural self-justifica¬ 
tion and self-glorification. They interpret the epic accordingly. 

First, imperial expansion. In the last sentence of his introduction 
(written in the cozy haunt of Oxford) to Dutt’s translation, Max 
Muller recommends the work because it will enable “students of 
literature to form for themselves some kind of idea of what our 
Aryan brothers in India admired and still admire in the epic poetry 
of their country.” Aryan brotherhood, according to Iravati Karve, 
was apparently an exclusive affair. In her brilliantly original com¬ 
mentary on the Mahabharata titled Yuganta: The End of an Epoch 
(Deshmukh Prakashan, 1969), she argues that the burning of the 
forest in Book 1 “gives us a glimpse of the larger struggle in which 
the newly arrived Aryans and the Nagas, the older inhabitants of 
the land, were locked for generations.” Krishna and Arjuna 
encircled [the [Khandava forest “butchering the escaping crea¬ 
tures. The forest continued to burn for a week . . . from this 
holocaust only seven creatures (were they humans?) escaped.” What 
was the necessity of this ruthless, fierce extermination of an entire 
forest populace? “The Pandavas’ Kingdom was a capital surroun¬ 
ded by villages and fields. Perhaps Krishna and Arjuna burned the 
forest to provide more land for cultivation. This was the duty of a 
ruling king. In this way he could expand his realm without encroa¬ 
ching upon other Kshatriyas—something forbidden by the Kshat- 
riya code.” (It is possible to read the Ramayana as an account of 
colonial penetration by the Aryans of Ayodhya led by Rama who 
with the help of a faithful mercenary army of forest-folk or “tree- 
men” called vanaras, routed the asura anti-god of Lanka, Ravana.) 
The Nagas who were slaughtered in the man-made forest confla¬ 
gration were the original dwellers of India who lived “along the 
rivers in the forests,” while the Aryans “preferred more open coun¬ 
try. . . . The land was usurped after a massacre, a massacre which 
is praised as a valorous deed. This was because the victims were 
not Kshatriyas or their Aryan subjects. Here Krishna and Arjuna 
played the familiar role of the conquering settler.” But Vyasa does 
have a shrewd sense of poetic justice, as he has of nemesis — it is the 
Naga King Takshaka’s son (who is one of the six, not seven, who 
escaped the fiery genocide) who kills “Parikshit, Arjuna’s grandson, 
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who ruled Hastinapura after the Pandavas.” 

Elitist cultural self-justification is best seen in the way the 
Bhargava clan of Brahmins appropriated the Mahabharata from 
the non-Brahmin Suta wandering story-tellers, and proceeded 
through accretion and interpolation to transform the epic into an 
often embarrassing glorification of everything Brahminical. “The 
Bhargavas are represented in our epic—the Mahabharata, the epic 
of the Bharatas or the epic of the Bharata War—throughout as 
the people,” says the late V.S. Sukthankar in his remarkable essay 
“The Blirgus and the Bharata: A Text-Historical Study.” “There 
can be no question that all this Bhargava material (and it is copi¬ 
ous, spread all over the eighteen books) in our present Maha¬ 
bharata is entirely foreign to the plan of the original saga. . . .” 
The original epic of about 24,000 shlokas fell “in the hands of the 
Bhargavas who developed it and so to say re-created it, as their 
exclusive literary property, and they exploited it thereafter and 
propagated it in their own way. The colossal success of the Bhar¬ 
gava recension of the ancient Epic of the Bharatas, a success 
which in one sense was richly deserved, was the indirect cause of 
the neglect and subsequent disappearance of the original heroic 
poem, which probably still existed at the time of the composition 
of the Ashvalayana Sutra (3.4.4). . . . When the epic at last passed 
out of the hands of the Bhargavas and became the common pro¬ 
perty of the literati of India, it still remained a fluid text, not 
entirely closed to minor alteration and expansion, but retained its 
character as a traditional work, revered and cherished by the 
people as the work of Maharshi Vyasa and serving still as a vehi¬ 
cle of popular education, inspiration and edification as intended by 
the Bhargavas.” 

I have omitted most of the Bhargava “additions” from my con¬ 
densed transcreation. Because he “in reality has no connection 
whatever with the action” of the Mahabharata, I have even excis¬ 
ed the stupendous feat of the great Bhargava, Parashurama, the 
axe-wielding avatara of Vishnu who, in a classic case of over-kill, 
exterminated the Kshatriya race and created five lakes of blood as 
proof of Brahmin superiority and supremacy, but I confess that 
it has not been possible to leave out the greatest “Bhargava” of 
them all, Krishna himself, Balarama’s younger brother. The family 
tree appended to this volume, for reasons of space, does not clearly 
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show the Bhargavan lineage of Krishna—Bhrigu marries Puloma, 
whose son Kavi has a son called Shukra, whose daughter Devayani 
marries Yayati; Devayani and Yayati’s son is Yadu, and Krishna 
is a Yadava. To expel Krishna from the epic would be to have 
Hamlet without the Prince of Denmark. 

Mythology and history studies help, but the safest way to deal 
with the epic is still to look at its “plot.” A resume of the eigh¬ 
teen books might provide the bewildered reader with the best 
entry into the Mahabharata cosmos of box-within-box labyrinth- 
cum-mystic mandala-cum-myth maze extravaganza of interlocking 
stories carefully strung into an unmistakable overriding narrative. 
The very compressed summary that follows has been taken from 
the essay on the Mahabharata in Religious Hinduism (St. Paul 
Publications, Allahabad, 1964), and further shortened in repro¬ 
duction: 


Book 1 (Southern Recension: 9884 shlokas; Poona Critical Edition: 
7984 shlokas). The first quarter of Book 1 is given to introduc¬ 
tion. The story begins with the account of the genealogy of the 
Bharats. The ancestor of the royal house of Kuru is Shantanu. Shan- 
tanu married the goddess Ganga: their son is Bhishma. Shantanu 
takes as second wife the daughter of a fisherman, Satyavati, who 
gives him two sons, Chitrangada and Vichitravirya. Both die without 
children and, Bhishma refusing to break his vow of chastity, 
Vyasa, the illegitimate son of Satyavati, is called upon to beget 
descedants. Vyasa is very ugly and, at his approach, the first 
widow of Vichitravirya closes her eyes and gives birth to a blind 
son, Dhritarashtra. The second widow grows pale and gives birth 
to a pale child, Pandu. A third child, Vidura, is born to Vyasa 
from a royal maid. 

Bhishma, virtuous ruler, arranges for the marriage of his three 
nephews. Dhritarashtra, the blind prince, marries Gandhari and 
begets one hundred sons. The eldest is Duryodhana. Pandu has 
two wives: Kunti who had already one son, Kama, and who gives 
Pandu three more sons: Yudhishthira, Bhima and Arjuna, and 
Madri who gives birth to the twins Nakula and Sahadeva. (In a 
later addition, the five sons of Pandu are said to have been be¬ 
gotten by five gods; Yudhishthira is given as the son of Dharma, 
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the god of justice, Bhima as the son of Vayu, Arjuna as the son 
of Indra, and the twins as the sons of the Ashvins). Pandu, who 
had been made king because of his brother’s blindness, dies, and 
the blind Dhritarashtra assumes royal power. Pandu’s five sons are 
educated with the blind king’s hundred sons at the court of Hasti- 
napura. Soon animosity and rivalry arise between the cousins. 
Under the guidance of two learned Brahmins, Kripa and Drona, 
they vie with one another in the art of war. Two more pupils are 
added to the group: Ashvatthaman, son of Drona, and Kama, the 
“low-born” son of Kunti. Kama is despised by his royal half-bro¬ 
thers and espouses the cause of Dhritarashtra’s sons, who are the 
Kauravas, while Pandu’s sons are known as the Pandavas. 

When Yudhishthira comes of age, old king Dhritarashtra appoints 
him king, and the Pandavas gain in prestige and power. A plot 
against them is organised by Duryodhana, his younger brother 
Duhshasana, their maternal uncle Shakuni, a cunning and malevo¬ 
lent old rascal, and Kama. They build a house of lac and invite 
the Pandavas to reside in it, with their mother. Warned in time by 
Vidura, the Pandavas enter the house, set it on fire, and escape to 
the forest through an underground passage. The Kauravas, thinking 
their cousins dead, perform the funeral rites, while the Pandavas are 
threatened in the forest by the giant Hidimba. Bhima disposes of the 
demon, marries his sister, who gives birth to a son Ghatotkacha. 

The king of Panchala, Drupada, whose kingdom had been partly 
conquered by Arjuna under the instigation of Drona, is preparing 
the svayamvara of his daughter Draupadi. A svayatnvara is a tradi¬ 
tional type of marriage in which the girl is allowed to chose her 
husband among the numerous candidates who have been invited. 
Disguised as Brahmins, the Pandavas go to Drupada’s capital 
where the Kauravas and a host of other princes are already assem¬ 
bled. The son of Drupada, Dhrishtadyumna proclaims that the 
prince who will be able to bend the big bow of Drupada and hit 
the mark will obtain Draupadi as his wife. Prince after prince tries 
and fails. At last Kama, out-of-wedlock first son of Kunti, is on 
the point of succeeding when Draupadi exclaims that she will not 
accept a charioteer as her husband (after his abandonment by 
Kunti, Kama was adopted by a charioteer Adhiratha and his wife 
Radha). Then, from the ranks of the Brahmins, under a perfect 
disguise, Arjuna rises, bends the bow and hits the target. Draupadi 
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gives him the garland which indicates her choice. The princes are 
furious and try to ki.l Drupada, but Bhima and Arjuna defeat 
them and the five Pandavas go to their mother Kunti and decide 
that Draupadi will be their common wife. They are congratulated 
by Krishna and Balarama. The identity of the Pandavas is revealed. 
Old Dhritarashtra gives them half the kingdom and they settle at 
Indraprastha (identified with modern Delhi). 

In order to avoid jealousy and strife, it is agreed among the five 
brothers that no one will disturb the private meeting of any of 
them with Draupadi. One day, Arjuna, in quest of weapons, enters 
the room where Yudhishthira and Draupadi are alone. As a punish¬ 
ment he goes in to exile and has many adventures, both amorous 
and heroic. He visits Krishna at Dvaraka, falls in love with 
Krishna’s sister Subhadra, and carries her away. Subhadra gives 
him a son, Abhimanyu. The friendship between Arjuna and 
Krishna grows stronger every day. 

Book 2 (Southern Recension: 4511 shlokas; Poona Critical Edition: 
2511 shlokas). The Pandavas embark on a series of conquests which 
confer upon Yudhishthira the right to assume the title of “the 
Ruler of the World.” A great sacrifice called Rajasuya is to be 
celebrated and all the neighbouring princes are invited. Duryo- 
dhana and his brothers are full of envy and hatred, and it is their 
cunning uncle Shakuni who suggests to them the means of humilia¬ 
ting the Pandavas. They will invite Yudhishthira to a game of 
dice and Shakuni, the expert cheat, will defeat him. Old king 
Dhritarashtra, after some hesitation, gives his consent and Vidura 
is sent to convey the invitation to Yudhishthira. A big gathering 
assembles in the hall of the Kauravas and the game begins. 
Yudhishthira loses his treasures, his wealth, his jewels, his chariot, 
his slaves, his elephants and horses. Then he stakes his land and 
his kingdom. Unable to control his passion, he stakes his own bro¬ 
thers and himself. Finally, taunted by Shakuni, he stakes Draupadi. 
The Kauravas triumph. Draupadi refuses to appear in the gambl¬ 
ing hall, and Duhshasana goes and drags her in by the hair. Before 
the coarse and brutal treatment of Draupadi, Bhima, unable to 
control himself, takes the terrible oath of tearing open Duhshasana’s 
breast and drinking his blood in the great war. Duryodhana insults 
Draupadi vilely, and Bhima swears that he will avenge her. Now 
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old king Dhritarashtra is frightened and, on Draupadi’s request, 
gives back to the Pandavas their freedom and their kingdom. But 
Duryodhana is insatiable in his hatred and obtains from his weak 
and doting father the permission to invite the Pandavas to another 
game of dice. This time, the loser will have to go into exile for 
twelve years, live one more year incognito and return only in the 
fourteenth year. 

Book 3 (Southern Recension: 11,664 shlokas; Poona Critical 
Edition: 11,664 shlokas). In the midst of public desolation, the 
Pandavas leave for the forest. In vain Vidura beseeches Dhrita¬ 
rashtra to recall them. Krishna visits them and incites them to 
fight. Draupadi and Bhima support him, but Yudhishthira decides 
to keep his word. In quest of heavenly weapons, Arjuna spends five 
years in Indra’s heaven, while his brothers and Draupadi live the 
hard existence of forest-dwellers. To console Yudhishthira the sage 
Brihadashva tells him the story of Nala and Damayanti, a beauti¬ 
ful tale of love and misery. They visit holy places and listen to the 
stories of holy men and warriors. They are threatened by 
demons,” but Bhima rescues them. Arjuna returns from Indra’s 
heaven with secret weapons. They live happily for four years in the 
garden of Kubera. Back in the forest, they listen to many tales and 
instructions which holy men are eager to tell them. Duryodhana 
decides to visit his exiled cousins in order to humiliate them, but 
he is made prisoner by the Gandharvas and, to his utter discom¬ 
fiture, is rescued by the Pandavas. Kama undertakes extensive con¬ 
quests and Duryodhana assumes the title of universal monarch. 
Jayadratha, king of the Sindhus, abducts Draupadi whom the 
Pandavas rescue. Depressed by the misery of their exile, they draw 
consolation from the story of Rama and Sita. They also listen to 
the poignant story of Savitri who, by her faithful love, was able to 
call back her husband from the realm of Yama, the god of death. 
Yudhishthira is afraid of Kama who has been given the gift of 
invulnerability. Indra, disguised as a Brahmin, obtains from Kama 
the armour and ear-rings which made him invulnerable and gives 
him a deadly spear which can be used once only in case of extreme 
emergency. The four younger Pandavas die by drinking enchanted 
water, and Yudhishthira restores them to life by answering the 
questions of the Yaksha who owns the lake. 


1 
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Book 4 (Southern Recension: 3,500 shlokas; Poona Critical Edi¬ 
tion: 2,050 shlokas). Twelve years have elapsed and the Pandavas 
have to remain another twelve months without being recognised. 
They hide their weapons near a cemetery and enter the services of 
king Virata. Yudhishthira becomes counseller, Bhima is engaged 
as a cook, Arjuna as a dancing-master, Nakula as horse-tamer, 
Sahadeva as a cowherd, and Draupadi as a chamber-maid. Bhima 
distinguishes himself also as a wrestler. When the king’s brother- 
in-law tries to molest Draupadi, Bhima strangles him. The five 
brothers, still unrecognised, help king Virata defeat the Trigartas 
and the Kauravas. Then, at the close of the thirteenth year, they 
reveal their identities, and king Virata gives his daughter Uttara in 
marriage to Arjuna’s son Abhimanyu. 

Book 5 (Southern Recension: 7,998 shlokas; Poona Critical 
Edition: 6,698 shlokas). While attempts at bringing about a peace¬ 
ful settlement are being made, each side is trying to enlist allies. 

Krishna is approached by both camps and offers an army to 
Duryodhana while promising his personal advice and support to 
Arjuna. King Shalya will fight on the side of the Kauravas as 
Kama’s charioteer, but he agrees with Yudhishthira to manoeuvre 
the chariot in such a way as to put Kama in an unfavourable posi¬ 
tion. In spite of the entreaties of his old parents, Dhritarashtra and 
Gandhari, Duryodhana refuses peace. Krishna tries to persuade 
Kama to take the side of the Pandavas, and Kunti tries to influence 
Kama by appealing to him as his mother, but Kama decides to 
remain faithful to his friend Duryodhana, although the secret is 
revealed to him of his real birth from the god Surya. Both armies 
march towards Kurukshetra. The Commander of the Pandavas is 
Dhrishtadyumna, son of Drupada and brother of Draupadi. The 
Commander of the Kauravas is Bhishma. 


Book 6 (Southern Recension: 5,884 shlokas; Poona Critical Edi¬ 
tion: 5,884 shlokas). Samjaya, the charioteer of the blind old king, 
is given the power to see all that happens on the battlefield and 
he relates everything to Dhritarashtra. At this place the 18 chap¬ 
ters of the Bliagavad Gita are inserted: Krishna, charioteer of 
Arjuna, teaches him that he must not hesitate to fight, although 
his enemies are his own relatives. The long and beautiful discourse 
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IS a separate work which breaks the narrative of the battle. During 
ten ays, the heroes of both armies fight determinedly. At night the 
Pandavas go to consult Bhishma, the Commander of their enemies, 
and learn from him that he will refrain from fighting only when faced 
by ohikhandm. Shikhandin was a child of Drupada born as a girl. 
Later he lived as a man, but Bhishma ignored the sex-change and, 
considering him as a woman, refused to fight against him. Accord¬ 
ingly, the Pandavas send him to the battlefield and Arjuna, hidden 
behind him, pierces Bhishma with his arrows. Both armies gather 
around the fallen hero and leave him lying on a bed of arrows. 

Book 7 (Southern Recension: 8,909 shlokas; Poona Critical Edi¬ 
tion. 8,909 shlokas). Drona succeeds Bhishma as Commander of 
the Kauravas. Jayadratha, brother-in-law of Duryodhana, isolates 
Abhimanyu, the son of Arjuna, and kills him. Arjuna avenges his 
son s death by killing Jayadratha. Kama, in the heat of the battle, 
uses the deadly spear given him by Jndra to kill Ghatotkacha, 
thus losing the power to kill one of the Pandavas. Drona kills 
Drupada and Virata. Then Krishna conceives a trick to dispose of 
Drona: an elephant called Ashvatthaman, like Drona’s son, has 
been killed by Bhima, who shouts with exultation that Ashvattha¬ 
man is dead. Yudhishthira, famous for his love of truth, is per¬ 
suaded by Krishna to repeat the lie, and Drona, overwhelmed 
with sorrow, lays down his arms and falls into deep meditation. 
Dhrishtadyumna cuts off the head of the old preceptor and throws 
it into the camp of the Kauravas. The fifteenth day of the battle 
ends. 

Book 8 (Southern Recension: 4,900 shlokas; Poona Critical Edi¬ 
tion: 4,900 shlokas). Kama is appointed Commander after Drona’s 
death. Reluctantly king Shalya agrees to become Kama’s chario¬ 
teer. The time of Bhima’s revenge has come: he hurls Duhshasana 
from his chariot, tears open his breast and drinks his blood, thus 
avenging the honour of Draupadi. Yudhishthira is wounded. After 
visiting him, Arjuna returns to battle, and a terrible duel takes 
place between him and Kama. Indra supports Arjuna, and Surya 
helps Kama. The wheel of Kama’s chariot sinks into the mud 
and Arjuna, refusing to allow his opponent to resume a better 
position, kills him. 
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Book 9 (Southern Recension: 3,220 shlokas; Poona Critical Edi¬ 
tion: 3,220 shlokas). Shalya succeeds Kama as general. In a single- 
handed fight, he is killed by Yudhisthira, while Sahadeva kills the 
old and mischievous Shakuni. The Kauravas are all but defeated. 
Duryodhana is alone, except for three, warriors, Ashvatthaman, 
Kripa, and Kritavarman. He takes refuge in a lake where, through 
magical power, he hides under the waters. The Pandavas find him 
and challenge him. Bhima will fight him with his club. The two 
heroes duel while the others look on. On the instigation of Krishna, 
Bhima strikes an unfair blow on Duryodhana’s thigh and kicks him 
with his left foot. Duryodhana bitterly reproaches Krishna for his 
treachery. Krishna is sent to console Dhritarashtra and Gandhari. 
Duryodhana appoints Ashvatthaman Commander-in-chief. The 
Pandavas retire to the bank of the Oghavati. 

Book 10 (Southern Recension: 870 shlokas; Poona Critical Edi¬ 
tion: 870 shlokas). The three surviving Kauravas attack the sleeping 
Pandavas at night. Only Krishna, the five brothers and Satyaki 
are absent from the camp. Ashvatthaman strangles Dhrishtadyu- 
mna, the slayer of his father; then, going from bed to bed, he mer¬ 
cilessly kills all the warriors, including the five sons of Draupadi, 
and Shikhandin. Demons come prowling to feast on the flesh of the 
slain. Duryodhana is still alive to hear that he has been avenged. 
Draupadi, maddened by sorrow, exacts the punishment of Ashvat¬ 
thaman. Probably the early account of Ashvatthaman’s punish¬ 
ment has been lost; what we read in the Mahabhcircita is a recast 
of the original. Ashvatthaman being a Brahmin is not killed but 
cursed by Krishna to wander for three thousand years, shunned 
and rejected by all. 

Book 11 (Southern Recension: 775 shlokas; Poona Critical Edi¬ 
tion: 775 shlokas). The five brothers meet Dhitarashtra and Gan¬ 
dhari, and the bereaved old couple receive them without bitterness. 
Then the ladies of the Kauravas visit the battlefield and the old 
queen Gandhari, mother of the hundred sons who have been slain, 
describes her horrible vision. Her sons are lying dead, in the midst 
of jackals and demons. Her daughter-in-law, dishevelled and fran¬ 
tic, are crying and lamenting near the corpses ot their husbands. 
Then, turning towards Krishna, she blames him for not having 
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prevented the slaughter and curses him. The funeral rites are per¬ 
formed and all the survivors retire to the bank of the Ganga. 
(About this Book the Parva-Samgraha, the “Contents,” of the epic 
says: To read it is to be moved, if the heart has feeling; to read 
it is to weep, if the eye has tears.” This Book was probably the 
end of the great epic. The seven remaining Books were in all like¬ 
lihood added in the course of time ) 

Book 12 (Southern Recension: 14,525 shlokas; Poona Critical Edi¬ 
tion: 14,525 shlokas). The true story of Kama’s birth having been 
revealed, Yudhishthira decides to expiate his fratricide by retiring 
to the forest. He is dissuaded from doing so and is installed on 
the throne. Then Krishna set out with the five brothers to the 
battlefield where they find Bhishma, lying on his bed of arrows, 
and ready to instruct them. There follows an immense discourse 
of the dying hero. In brief, the discourse falls into three parts: 

(1) The duties oj a king: the four castes; the four stages of life; 
the duties of the Kshatriyas; administration; war; general precepts. 

(2) Conduct in times of calamity. Brahmins must be protected 
at all cost; alliance with those who have similar interests; greed 
and ignorance to be avoided; the greatest virtue is self-control; 
discussion on the four aims of life: Vidura favours dharma (duty), 
Arjuna art ha (wealth), Bhima kama (passion), Yudhishthira 
moksha (liberation). 

(3) Liberation : its fundamental condition is tyaga or renuncia¬ 
tion which consists in killing all desires; the origin of the world; 
life and death; good and evil; rules for daily life; the practice of 
yoga and of japa (ejaculatory prayer); greatness of Vishnu; concen¬ 
tration on the all-pervading Atman; ahimsa or non-injury to all 
creatures; house-holder and sannyasin; philosophical doctrine of 
Samkhya and Yoga, the Narayaniya : extolling Narayana as the 
Supreme Being. 

Book 13 (Southern Recension: 12,000 shlokas; Poona Critical Edi¬ 
tion: 6,700 shlokas). Bhishma goes on with his discourse. Various 
topics are touched upon: the law of Karma, the respect due to 
Brahmins; marriage and inheritance; the sanctity of the cow- 
funeral rites, fasts and offerings; praise of Krishna After his long 
discourse, Bhishma announces the time of his death. In the pre- 
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sence of a great concourse of people, his spirit ascends to the skies. 
The funeral rites are performed. 

Note: Books 12 and 13 are obviously brahminical additions. Their 
connection with the epic is purely accidental. Their 22,000 shlokas 
embody the teachings of several generations of brahminical lore. 
Although the general doctrine tends to extol Vishnu (Vasudeva, 
Krishna) as the Supreme Lord, there are important portions 
which expound Shaivite tenets and celebrate the Supreme Lord- 
ship of Shiva (Mahadeva). 

Book 14 (Southern Recension: 4,420 shlokas; Poona Critical Edi¬ 
tion: 3,320 shlokas). Yudhishthira is advised to perform the horse- 
sacrifice ( ashvamedha ). At the request of Arjuna, Krishna sum¬ 
marises the teaching given in the Bhagcivacl Gita. This summary is 
called the Anugita and is divided into three parts: instruction given 
by a Siddha to a Brahmin; instruction of a Brahmin to his wife- 
instruction of a guru to his pupil. The widow of Abhimanyu 
Uttara, gives birth to a still-born child whom Krishna restores to 
life and who is given the name of Parikshit. Preparations for the 
horse-sacrifice are begun. The horse is let loose and Arjuna is 
appointed to follow it and to conquer all the kingdoms to which 
the horse leads him. After one year, Arjuna returns with the horse 
and the sacrifice is performed in the presence of all the kings sub¬ 
dued by Arjuna. The Pandavas are cleansed of all their sins. (The 
last chapters of this Book contain a discussion on the value of the 
sacrifice: it is not the offering that matters but the internal disposi¬ 
tions of the worshipper.) 

Book 15 (Southern Recension: 1,906 shlokas; Poona Critical Edition: 
1,506 shlokas). For fifteen years, old king Dhritarashtra and his 
wife Gandhari live with their nephews. Then the old couple, accom¬ 
panied by Kunti, Vidura and Samjaya, retire to the forest. The 
Pandavas visit them. Vidura dies and his spirit enters Yudhish¬ 
thira. Dhritarashtra, Gandhari and Kunti obtain from Vyasa the 
boon of seeing their dead relatives in the other world. After two 
years the news is brought to Yudhisthira that Dhritarashtra, 
Gandhari and Kunti have died in a forest fire. 
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Book 16 (Southern Recension: 300 shlokas; Poona Critical Edi¬ 
tion: 300 shlokas). The curse of Gandhari finds its fulfilment: in a 
club-fight Krishna’s brother Balarama is killed. Dejected, Krishna 
lies down in a forest and is killed by a hunter. 

Book 17 (Southern Recension: 120 shlokas; Poona Critical Edi¬ 
tion: 120 shlokas). The five brothers, leaving the affairs of the king¬ 
dom to Arjuna's grandson Parikshit, the sole surviving heir of the 
Pandavas, take the garb of ascetics, move about the country and re¬ 
tire to Mount Meru, accompanied by Draupadi. They all die except 
Yudhishthira who refuses to enter heaven if his brothers and his 
dog are not there with him. His dog reveals itself to have been 
the god Dharma in disguise. Indra promises Yudhishthira that 
he will see his brothers and Draupadi in heaven. 

Book 18 (Southern Recension: 200 shlokas; Poona Critical Edition: 
200 shlokas). Yudhishthira, on reaching heaven, sees Duryodhana 
seated on a throne, but does not see his brothers and Draupadi. 
He asks to be led where they are. He is taken by the sinners’ road 
to hell where the Pandavas are in torments, and decides to remain 
with them. Indra appears, reveals to him that all this was an illusion 
meant to test his steadfastness and takes him to heaven where 
he meets his brothers and Draupadi. It is revealed that Draupadi 
is an incarnation of the goddess Shri (Lakshmi, Prosperity) and 
that the other heroes of the story are incarnations of various 
deities. 

(A summary of the Mahabliarata, in considerably greater detail, 
can be found on pages 5-42 of the Twayne’s World Authors Series 
edition of The Mahabliarata by Barend A. Van Nooten, published 
in 1971.) 


3. Complexity of Characterisation 

“What heroes!” marvelled Romesh Chunder Dutt in 1399. “In 
the delineation of character the Mahabliarata is far above any¬ 
thing we find in later Sanskrit poetry. Indeed, with much that is 
fresh and sweet and lovely in later Sanskrit poetry, there is little 
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or no portraiture of character. All heroes are cast much in the 
same heroic mould; all love-sick heroines suffer in silence and 
burn with fever, all fools are shrewd and impudent by turns, all 
knaves are heartless and cruel and suffer in the end. There is not 
much to distinguish between one warrior and another, between 
one tender woman and her sister.” 

Vyasa, on the other hand, is nothing if not subtle and often 
ambiguous. “In the Mahabharala we find just the reverse; each 
has a distinct individuality, a character of his own, clearly discer¬ 
nible from that of other heroes. No work of the imagination that 
could be named, always excepting the Iliad, is so rich and so true 
as the Mahabharala in the portraiture of the human character,— 
not in torment and suffering as in Dante, not under overwhelming 
passion as in Shakespeare, —but human character in its calm 
dignity of strength and repose. . . . The old Kuru monarch Dhri- 
taiashtra, sightless and feeble, but majestic in his ancient grandeur 
the noble grandsire Bhishma, ‘death’s subduer’ and unconquerable 
in war; the doughty Drona, venerable priest and vengeful warrior 
and the proud and peerless archer Kama— each had a distinct 
character of his own which cannot be mistaken for a moment. 
The good and royal Yudhishthir (I omit the final a in some names 
which occur frequently), the ‘tiger-waisted’ Bhima and the helmet- 
wearing’ Arjun are the Agamemnon, the Ajax, and the Achilles of 
the Indian Epic. The proud and unyielding Duryodhan, and the 
fierce and fiery Duhshasan stand out foremost among the wrathful 
sons of the feeble old monarch. And Krishna possesses a character 
higher than that of Ulysses; un m atched in hj jman wisdom7~ever 
striving for righteousness and peace, he is thorough and unrelent¬ 
ing in war when war has begun. And the women of the Indian 
Epic possess characters as marked as those of the men. The stately 
and majestic queen Gandhari, the loving and doting mother Kunti, 
the proud and scornful Draupadi nursing her wrath till her wrongs 
are fearfully avenged—these are distinct images pencilled by the 
hand of a true master in the realm of creative imagination.’’ 

Dutt stressed the individuality and variety of Vyasa’s men and 
women, but it is equally, if not more, important to note their 
finely nuanced complexity. Irony and wit are conspicuously mini¬ 
mal in the Mahabharala, the Indian literary mind preferring sym¬ 
bolism, solemnity, and the subtlety of straight simplicity. But 
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psychological depth and intensity are very much present, and 
stereotyped epithets such as “stately and majestic, 55 ‘Moving and 
doting,” and “proud and scornful” do scant justice to the splendid 
ladies of the Mahabharata, just as the other familiar, conventional 
adjectives fail to indicate the eccentricities, ambiguities and occa¬ 
sional inexplicable departures from dharma of the Mahabharata's 
masculine contingent. No easy and convenient entries are possible 
into the epic’s gallery of heroes and heroines. 

It is precisely this perplexing complexity that I wish to point 
out here, in the hope that my tentative interpretations will stimu¬ 
late the reader to embark on further exploration on his own. Since 
Dutt in the nineteenth century ended with the ladies, it might be 
appropriate in the twentieth to begin with them. What heroines! 
I shall quickly look at some facets of the characters of two: 
Draupadi and Kunti. 

DRAUPADI. Take the disrobing scene in Book 2. Romesh Dutt 
has the following hexametric Lockshy Hall couplets describing the 
misbehaviour of Duryodhana in the hall: 

Madness seized the proud Duryodhan, and inflamed by passion 
base, 

Sought the prince to stain Draupadi with a deep and dire 
disgrace! 

On the proud and peerless woman cast his loving, lustful 
eye, 

Sought to hold the high-born princess as his slave upon his 
knee! 

(For the Everyman’s Library edition eleven years later, in 1910, 
Dutt changed “loving, lustful eye” to “wicked, lustful eye, and 
substituted the palpitating exclamation mark at the end of the 
second line with a sedate comma.) The right rhyme for eye is 
“thigh,” which is also the correct Englishing of the original word 
in Sanskrit, uru . But Dutt’s Anglicised-Hindu Victorian propriety, 
shuddering at the implications of a lady ensconced on a gentle¬ 
man’s thigh, preferred the innocuous knee the only instance 
of a non-rhyme in the book!—and left it to his reader s good sense 
to guess that he meant “thigh. 95 (At the end ot his Section titled 
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“Fall of Kama.” he repeated his deliberate rhyming “error,’* 
really a ruse: “Till his vow remembered Bhima, and he raised his 
weapon high,/With a foul attack but fatal Bhima broke Duryo- 
dhan’s knee!”) 

Dutt is only one small example of the many weak-kneed appro¬ 
aches to the epic’s “strong” scenes and, in particular, to the char¬ 
acter of Draupadi and her humiliation in the assemby hall. Some 
translators just will not acknowledge that Draupadi is in her 
period when she is dragged into the hall. Others do, but in discreet 
and circuitous ways. The late V. Raghavan, in his condensed ver¬ 
sion of the Mahabharata, published by Natesan’s of Madras in 
1953, translated Draupadi’s unequivocal “rajasvalasmi” (“I am in 
my period”) ambiguously as “I am unwell,” as if the good lady 
was down with a mild attack of flu. 

And professor J.A.B. Van Buitenen, in his version brought out 
by the University of Chicago Press in 1975, has this: 

And as she was dragged, she bent her body 
And whispered softly, “It is now my month! 

This is my sole garment, man of slow wit, 

You cannot take me to the hall, you churl!” 

The point surely is that Draupadi is “unwell” in a special way, 
and her “month” needs a more exact rendering. Vyasa tells it 
straight; why should we equivocate? To blur the original is to miss 
the cathartic import of some of the Mcihabharatd' s most horrific 
scenes. 

When Draupadi is dragged into the sabha , she is aghast because 
an attempt is made by Duhshasana to strip her of her “single dress” 
which, the text says, is stained with menstrual blood. There is need 
hereto mention the ancient Hindu belief that a woman in her period 
was held as askaucha or “impure” for the first three days, and was 
obliged to stay apart, or even in a different house, almost in a kind 
of solitary confinement. To appear before men, specially strangers, 
in that condition was inconceivable. The text makes it clear that 
Draupadi was isolated even from the palace ladies; she tried to run 
to their quarters for help, but was intercepted by Duhshasana. 

Bhima’s savage vows, seen in this context, seem less preposterous 
and horrendous than they would otherwise. His promise is to smash 
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Duryodhana’s thigh when the great battle comes—because Duryo- 
dhana lewdly pointed to his thigh (not his knee!) and invited Drau- 
padi to sit on it. (No wonder, for a lady of Draupadi’s excellent 
proportions would have caused a knee-fracture, no less.) Bhima also 
vows to rip open Duhshasana’s belly and drink his blood on the 
battlefield because Duhshasana was guilty of pulling the blood-stain¬ 
ed single garment of Draupadi. Readers familiar with the unsen¬ 
timental world of high epic, whether Greek or Hindu, will also see 
why Draupadi's startling action of washing (or, as some translate, 
dipping) her hair in Duhshasana’s blood is not altogether barbaric; 
interpreted in context, it is, however fearful, only a symbolic ges¬ 
ture of appropriate redemptive revenge; it was, after all, Duhsha¬ 
sana who dragged her by her hair in the sabha. Call it karma, or 
poetic justice, what you will—it makes good epic sense. 

Besides, the action is not out of consonance with Draupadi’s 
character. She is no silent, suffering and compliant Sita, no docile 
Damayanti, no self-sacrificing Savitri. She is not awed by the 
authority of self-appointed gentlemen. Iravati Karve says in Yuganta 
that Draupadi’s great mistake was to assume the role of a “lady 
pundit” in the assembly hall and “pretend that she would under¬ 
stand questions that baffled her (male) elders—that was inexcus¬ 
able arrogance.” In Book 3, “The Forest,” Yudhishthira describes 
her as a “lady pundit,” which is “hardly a complimentary epithet 
in the eyes of the Kshatriyas of the Mahabharata. . . . For a young 
bride to show off her intelligence in the presence of her elders 
was a grave mistake.” 

The “intelligence” of Draupadi is contained in a simple but 
unanswerable question: “Is Yudhishthira morally and legally right 
in staking me after he has staked and lost himself in the dice- 
game?” This looks harmless enough, but even wise Bhishma con¬ 
fesses that he is baffled. He sidesteps the question by saying, 
“Dharma is subtle.” Not really; at least it need not be all that 
subtle. The heart of the matter is that Draupadi had dared to ask 
a question that cuts at the very roots of the Hindu social tradi¬ 
tion, specially in relation to its attitude to the position and rights 
of women. And Bhishma would rather preserve that tradition and 
defend the status quo than give an opinion which could be cons¬ 
trued by clever critics as an adverse judgment on it. 

Consider the implications. According to Iravati Karve, “what 
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Draupadi was contending was that once Yudhishthira had become 
a slave he had lost his freedom and had no right to claim any¬ 
thing as his own; a slave has nothing he can stake. Then how could 
Yudhishthira stake her freedom? Although her argument seems 
plausible from one point of view, even a slave has a wife, and the 
fact of his slavery does not destroy his authority over her. More¬ 
over, from the most ancient times a slave had the right to accumu¬ 
late certain property that was entirely his own. The question was 
thus a tangled one, involving the rights of a master over a slave 
and a slave over his wife.” 

No wonder Bhishma “flaps his cow-ears” and will not answer. 
“No matter what answer was given, Draupadi’s position was des¬ 
perate. If Bhishma told her that her husband’s rights over her did 
not cease, that even though he became a slave she was in his power 
and he had the right to stake her, her slavery would have been 
confirmed. If Bhishma had argued that because of his slavery her 
husband had no more rights over her, then her plight would have 
been truly pitiable. Draupadi was described as nathavati anathavat 
—‘with husbands, but like a widow’—and if her relation with her 
husband was destroyed she would have been truly widowed. From 
Rig-vedic times there are references to abandoned wives living 
wretchedly in the house of their fathers But there is not a single 
case in which a woman, of her own accord, had denied her hus¬ 
band. For such a woman, getting even a lowly position in her 
father’s house would have been impossible, to say nothing of an 
honourable one.” Unknowingly—some might say knowingly — 
Draupadi has stepped on too sensitive a toe: her words are an im¬ 
plicit indictment of the less-than-equal position of women in Hindu 
society. It takes a courageous woman with experience of five 
husbands to make such an accusation. The elders, true to form, 
let her question thunder past, and plunge in thought again. Only 
Vidura, Vyasa’s low-caste illegitimate son by an unnamed woman 
in Dhritarashtra’s palace, has the moral strength to exclaim that 
those present in the hall have insulted dharma by refusing to 
answer the question that Draupadi has asked. 

The silence of the elders so angers Draupadi that she performs 
one last “duty” before she is dragged away from the assembly 
hall: she namaskaras her “elders and superiors” and begs their 
“forgiveness” for not doing so earlier. In the regional re-tellings 
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and embroidered versions of the Mahabhcirata, one sees how the 
sarcasm is made more pointed in order to bring out the tragic 
poignance of the plight of Draupadi and the amoral face-saving 
discretion of the “gentlemen of the sabha” 

Villi’s Tamil version, for example, makes Duhshasana tie a rope to 
Draupadi’s hair, by means of which he drags her into the hall. “Is 
this an echo,” enquires M. V. Subramaniam in his book called 
Vyasa and Variations, “of the episode in the Ramayana where, 
according to one of the versions, Ravana, while abducting Sita, 
lifts her up along with the piece of earth on which she stood, lest 
by touching her his head should break into pieces?” In fact, Villi 
makes Draupadi run to Gandhari for help when Duhshasana first 
tries to lay hands on her. Gandhari “gives the chillingly cruel 
reply that it was only Draupadi’s relatives who were inviting her 
and she had better go.” 

Kumara-Vyasa’s Kannada version has two intriguing additions. 
He provides a macabre point to Draupadi’s pledge that she would 
dip her hair in the blood of Duhshasana’s ripped-open stomach by 
making her actually pull out his intestines and pleat her hair with 
them. The second addition is a delicate “touch, emphasising the 
doctrine of total surrender for a devotee,” when about to-be-dis¬ 
robed Draupadi appeals to Krishna to save her modesty. She holds 
on to one end of her dress with her left hand; no help comes. Then 
“she realises the absurdity of having any reservations when asking 
for divine help,” lets go of her dress, and “lifts up both her hands 
in prayer; and it is then that the miraculous help arrives.” 

The help is bound to come, for three reasons. First, Draupadi 
prays to Krishna by saying, “Am I not related to you? Am I not 
your sakhi"! Haven’t you promised to help me?” Draupadi is in¬ 
deed distantly related to Krishna—her mother-in-law Kunti is 
Krishna’s aunt, by virtue of being the sister of Krishna’s father 
Vasudeva. And the allusion to being his sakhi —a word whose 
nuances are impossible to convey in a single English equivalent— 
clinches the matter. Indian literature abounds in references to, and 
celebrations of, the man-sakhi relationship, which is characterised 
by romantic tenderness, chivalrous loyalty, and spiritualised sexual 
affection. In describing herself as his sakhi, Draupadi leaves 
Krishna no choice but to be a Hindu knight and protect her 
honour with unswerving dedication. Secondly, though there is no 
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earlier record in the epic of a promise by Krishna to help 
Draupadi, folk legend has it that when Krishna hurled his clmkra 
at Shishupala, he cut his own finger. Draupadi immediately tore a 
strip out of her expensive dress, and staunched the flow of blood 
by improvising a bandage. Krishna reciprocated at the time of her 
disrobing by bandaging her—she was in her period—by providing 
an unending swirl of cloth. The third reason: etymologically Krsna 
(Draupadi) and Krsna (Krishna) have the same root, and mean 
“the dark-skinned one.” In metaphysical symbology, Krishna and 
Draupadi are reversed as Divinity and Shakti; just as Krishna is 
svayambhu, or self-born, being an avatara of Vishnu, so Draupadi 
was born by herself, as it were, out of the yajna -altar of Drupada 
(hence her other name Yajnaseni) and cannot be considered as 
having a biological birth. 

KUNTI. Kunti is another uncommonly strong-willed lady of 
Vyasa’s epic. Not as imperious as Gandhari perhaps, but certainly 
as determined. She refuses to give the child-creating mantra to her 
younger “co-wife” Madri because Madri, the first time, had clever¬ 
ly invoked the twin Ashvins and become mother of Nakula and 
Sahadeva; at that rate she would exceed Kunti’s three children — 
by three separate gods: Yudhishthira (by Dharma), Bhima (by 
Vayu), Arjuna (by Indra)—with a second invocation of the 
mantra. Kunti’s personality dominates the period of the Pandavas’ 
“exile” in Varanavata, but she uses her intelligence and influence 
discreetly, with a minimum of aggressiveness; so low-keyed is her 
manner that the unwarned reader may not even realise how effort¬ 
lessly and superbly she takes it on herself to guide the fortunes of 
her and Madri’s sons. 

Three examples will give an idea of her, let us say, mode of 
operation. 

Duryodhana employed Purochana to burn the Pandavas alive in 
the lacquer palace he got specially constructed for them in Vara¬ 
navata. Yudhishthira gets wind of the plot from Vidura, and bides 
his time. He does little else, it appears. It is left to Kunti to bring 
matters to a head and work out the practical details of frustrating 
Duryodhana’s plot. The text is not very communicative on this 
point. But this is how Iravati Karve reconstructs the counter-plan: 
“Kunti, as befitted the mother of the princes, kept an open house. 
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Every day Brahmins and hundreds of poor people enjoyed their 
hospitality. One such was a tribal woman who, with her five sons, 
came to the palace and slept there that night. The Pandavas took 
this opportunity to make their escape. In the middle of the night 
they set fire to the house and escaped through an already prepared 
underground tunnel. In the narrative of this incident one sees the 
superiority of the critical text of the Mahabharata. It says that ‘a 
tribal woman, as though invited by death, came to Kunti’s house 
that day, ate, drank liquor, and slept there’. Two later editions 
have the following versions. One says that ‘the tribal woman was 
cruel and an accomplice of Purochana’. The other says that ‘she 
was cruel and pretended to be friendly to Kunti’. For the sake of 
the plot and counter-plot, the tribal woman and her sons had to 
die. In fact, her opportune arrival must have induced the Pandavas 
to decide to escape on the very night that they did. The natural 
sequence of events was distorted by later narrators because they 
wanted their heroes to be above the reproach of having killed six 
innocent persons.” The point is: Who fed the six tribals and made 
them drunk? Not the Pandava brothers. The text says it was Kunti. 
Here is a scene to parallel the gory murder of Duncan, with Kunti 
playing the role of an eager yet hesitant Lady Macbeth. Vyasa 
does not say who actually set fire to the palace. Bhima? If so, 
instigating Macbeth-Bhima was Kunti, bringer-forth of men-chil¬ 
dren only. 

The second instance of Kunti’s effective control of the situation 
is when Bhima, dog-tired after carrying the five through the forest, 
slumps down to rest. The others are also '‘unable to proceed a 
step further.” This is not a giant epic event, and I felt no need to 
chronicle it in my condensation, but it significantly highlights an 
aspect of Kunti’s character, because at that critical moment Kunti 
resorts to a sentimental ploy that Indian mothers, Hindu or non- 
Hindu, still tend to adopt when they want things done their way. 
She exclaims—no doubt slapping her forehead with the sole of her 
right palm—“Hail 1 am Kunti; mother of five sons, and I thirst 
for water sitting in their midst.” The desired result is immediately 
achieved: Bhima is instautly on his feet again—and on the go. 

The third instance is her approval of Bhima’s “affair” with 
Hidimba. Let there be no misunderstanding about this—she allows 
the union not because Bhima loves Hidimba (and there is not much 
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likelihood of an Aryan Pandava eternally “loving” a tribal rakshasa 
beauty)—-she orders Bhima to beget a rakshasa- son so that the 
Pandavas have a powerful ally when they decide to wage war 
against Duryodhana. Whatever else this might be, it certainly j s an 
example of splendid foresight. 

These are merely a few guidelines for deeper interpretation of the 
women characters in the epic. A similar method may be used to 
analyse the epic’s men. I will take up five: Arjuna, Krishna, 
Shishupala, Drona, and Vidura (and, with Vidura, Yudhishthira). 

ARJUNA. Arjuna’s behaviour on the battlefield —his refusal to 
fight and kill his relatives — is nothing if not curious. It seems to be 
out of character. It is inspiring, of course, but baffling too. Why 
should a Kshatriya hesitate to do his military duty? In the belief 
that the answer to that might lie in the totality of Arjuna s charac¬ 
ter, I embarked in 1968 on a shloka-by-shloka 20-year project to 
transcreate the entire Mahabharata, hoping in the process to 
stumble on at least a few clues to the greatest controversy-point in 
Book 6 of the epic (which contains the Bhagavad Gita). 

I have now, mid-way through the task, some glimmerings, but 
still not the complete answer—assuming that there is a complete 
answer, which indeed may very likely not be. Arjuna is a sear¬ 
ching, because troubled, man, unlike his brothers who are 
perfectly content with conventional values and behaviour. He is 
the only Pandava brother whose variety of erotic adventures 
suggests a restless twentieth-century hero relentlessly seeking self- 
fulfilment through sexual satisfaction. He marries the princesses of 
Kalinga, Chedi, Madra, Magadha, and Yavana; in Hardwar he 
has a son Iravat by Ulupi, the Naga princess; in Manipura he 
marries Chitrangada and has a son by her named Babhruvahana; 
in Dvaraka he readily takes Krishna’s hint and abducts aud 
marries Krishna’s sister Subhadra, who bears him a son Abhi- 
manyu. The other, pale by comparison, exception is Bhima (who 
“marries” the rakshasi Hidimba); the three other Pandavas are 
happy with their common wife Draupadi, and Vyasa records no 
extra-marital amorous dalliance on their par£. 

Is it wrong then for a sensitive reader to surmise that Arjuna’s 
mental make-up is worrying and questing, individualistic, even 
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Protestant? It is not enough to argue that all this is part of a long¬ 
term plan, that Arjuna’s many liaisons are entered into with an eye 
on their usefulness as levers of military alliances in preparation for 
the anticipated conflict. This is Arjuna’s nature; this is the way he 
is; he cannot be otherwise. He knows he cannot lose (because he 
possesses the invincible Gandiva bow), yet he will not fight. He 
prefers to be the world’s first pacifist, a conscientiously objecting, 
bravely quaking and Quaker Hindu. To call him a ‘‘coward,” as 
Krishna at one point does, is an injustice. In requires a very special 
type of courage to be “cowardly” in the Arjuna manner. The point 
is that Arjuna, for whatever reason, suddenly stands for ahimsa , 
while Krishna argues for killing; Arjuna in the Gita is, strangely, 
the humanist, and Krishna, strangely, the militarist. And basically 
there can be no reconciliation between these two fearfully opposed 
philosophies, philosophies which have each a very special meaning 
for our perplexed age. 

KRISHNA. According to Robert Antoine, “the most intriguing 
figure in the Mahabhavata is Krishna. In the original story, Krishna 
belongs to a primitive tribe of cowherds. He is unscrupulous and 
brutal and his cunning makes of him the Indian Ulysses. Gandhari 
holds him responsible for the cruel slaughter of the great war and 
curses him. His end is inglorious. By what process of gradual 
apotheosis he became the Supreme Being of the Bhagavad Gita is a 
question which, though historically difficult to solve, gives a better 
understanding of the Indian temperament. The myth of Krishna 
is not a mere poetical or imaginary idealisation. It is a projection 
of a deep and insatiable need of the human soul for a living God 
whom, when revelation is absent, man must needs seek in a human 
image raised above all human standards.” 

One does not have to agree entirely with this view to realise that 
the Mahabhavata , whatever else it might be, is the Epic of Krishna, 
and Krishna provides a complex centre of coherence for 
its various elements, whether “tragedy, comedy, history, pastoral- 
comical, historical-pastoral, tragical-historical, tragical-comical- 
historical-pastoral, scene individable, or poem unlimited.” D. D. 
Kosambi, an eminent Marxist interpreter of Indian history and 
tradition, examined the great epic from the tragical-pastoral- 
Marxist view point in an article titled “The Historical Krishna” in 
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The Times of India Annual 1965. He argued that the Krishna 
legend passes through two phases, the first leading up to the killing 
of Kamsa and the founding of Dvaraka, and the second dealing 
with Krishna’s friendship with the Pandavas and his role in the 
Kurukshetra war, ending with Krishna’s death at the hands of his 
step-brother Jara, a son of Vasudeva by another wife. According 
to Professor Kosambi, the entire legend embodies the transition 
from the food-gathering forest stage of civilisation to the agricul¬ 
tural food-producing. Krishna’s uncle Kamsa had to be killed—■ 
“In some tribes developed out of the matriarchal stage (which is 
normal to food-gatherers) the chief’s heir is not his own son but 
his sister’s son. Moreover, the successor to chieftainship had often 
to sacrifice his predecessor. This shows why Kamsa had to be 
killed publicly.” In fact, “the supreme love of Radha finds no 
place in either phase of this myth because she was an eastern 
mother goddess. The Krishna cult had to spread as far as Bengal 
before it became necessary to assimilate her cult.” In any case, the 
expulsion of the Naga Kaliya is an “act of aggression” by “food- 
producers” against the Nagas, who were “food-gatherers” living 
in forests. “Krishna, then, is not a single historical figure, but com¬ 
pounded of many semi-legendary heroes who helped in the forma¬ 
tion of a new food-producing society.” 

If readers need to be refreshed after these two copious doses 
of metaphysical wish-fulfilment and sociological speculation, they 
can profitably consult other approaches to and interpretations of 
Krishna’s nature, role, and message; specially recommended are 
W.G. Archer’s The Loves of Krishna (1957), Milton B. Singer’s 
Krishna: Myths, Rites and Attitudes (1966), Walter Spink’s lyrical 
and evocative Krishnamandala (1971) and The Quest for Krishna 
(privately published, 1972), and A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami’s 
devoted Krishna : The Supreme Personality of Godhead Vol. 1 
(1971). Krishna is inexhaustible. There is no single path into the 
heart of the Krishna mystery, but different paths offer different 
illuminations—and create different problems. 

SHISHUPALA. Shishupala has a minor role to play in Book 2 
but not an insignificant one. Just as Arjuna is the world’s first 
pacifist, Shishupala is the first Indian leader to stage a political 
walk-out. He has the courage to speak out his mind; he is not 
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afraid to face Krishna in an eyeball-to-eyeball confrontation; and 
he dares to march straight out of the palace when he feels that 
Bhishma is overdoing his praise of Krishna. His is a policy of non¬ 
cooperation with whatever and whoever he considers unjust. To 
get a glimpse of his character it is instructive to refer to a painting 
by Raja Ravi Varma, whose work was popular in the early years 
of our century. 

Very few in these days of avant-garde and gimmicky art styles 
find the paintings of Ravi Varma producing any vibes at all. He 
has the chief demerits of nineteenth-century Victorian-style art; he 
can be so meticulously and photographically exact as to make 
“narrative realism” seem a sentimental technique. One painting by 
him, reproduced in the Bengali Ashtadashaparva Mahabharata of 
Kashiram Das, edited by Ramananda Chatterjee (Prabasi, Cal¬ 
cutta) shows him at his worst and best. It is titled “The Charges 
of Shishupala against Krishna in the Rajasuya Yajna,” 

Shishupala stands barefoot on the first step of the sabha -dais in 
a Corinthian-pillared palace. On his right is a bearded Yudhishthira 
seated on the throne. A handle-bar moustached Shishupala stands 
erect in the robes of a Rajput courtier, naked sword in his right 
hand. Behind him is the gallery of invited kings and chieftains, 
their faces expressing dismay, mockery, puzzlement, fear, and 
doubt. A righteous radiance of wrath seems to flash from Shishu- 
pala’s eyes as he gestures with his left hand in the direction of 
Krishna. 

Krishna, unruffled, gentle, almost serenely effeminate, apparent¬ 
ly unconcerned, sits expressionless, staring in fact in the other 
direction. His feet too are bare, but anointed with the lustral 
urg/rya-offerings. His right hand restrains Arjuna’s sword-brandish¬ 
ing arm, his left arm rests languidly on his chair. 

The focus of the painting, the point of tension, is Shishupala. 
His youthful energy, his explicit anger, his authoritative posture 
suggest a moral stand that contrasts with Krishna’s pleasant, cool, 
careless and almost uncaring grace. Bhishma extols; Shishupala 
objects. We know that Krishna dealt with Shishupala’s objections 
and arguments with the most devastating counter-argument of all 
—a dead enemy is no enemy—he decapitated Shishupala with a 
throw of his fatal chakra. This is difficult to rationalise or excuse, 
because Shishupala had earlier charged that Krishna, infatuated 
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by Shishupala’s bride-to-be Rukmini, had abducted her while she 
was proceeding to her wedding and made her his own chief wife! 

In the Tamil Mahabharata, Villi tries to soften the shock of 
Krishna’s deplorable tactic by explaining who Shishupala is. 
According to Vyasa, when Shishupala fell, a fierce fire issued from 
his body. “It was as lustrous as sunlight. It paid homage to lotus¬ 
eyed world-worshipped Krishna, and entered his body.” Villi says 
that the irascible sage Durvasas was prevented once by Vishnu’s 
doorkeepers Jaya and Vijaya from entering Vishnu’s celestial 
abode. He cursed them; at Vishnu’s suggestion, he suggested a way 
out of the curse. They could have seven births as Vishnu’s friends, 
or three as his enemies. They chose the fewer, speedier births. So 
they were re-born as the anti-gods Hiranya and Hiranyaksha, 
killed by Vishnu in his Man-Lion and Boar avataras; as Ravana 
and Kumbhakarna, killed by Vishnu as Rama; and as Kamsa and 
Shishupala, killed by Vishnu as Krishna. It would seem that 
Krishna, by killing Shishupala, was not simply silencing opposi¬ 
tion; he was doing Shishupala a favour; he was fulfilling a super¬ 
natural mission, being fully and divinely himself. 

DRONA. Teacher-student relationships are intricate affairs, and 
only the naive wiil try to sentimentalise them. Granted that the 
teacher is a guru, and the pupil of the exalted personage therefore 
indebted in a special way to him for services rendered that are un- 
repayable. This does not rule out the possibility of occasional 
un-guru-like behaviour on the part of the teacher and un-pupil- 
like response from the student. Take the case of Drona and 
Arjuna. Drona makes up his mind that his son Ashvatthaman, who 
is studying under him along with the Kaurava and Pandava prin¬ 
ces, should get special attention. His conscience does not permit 
him to give different lessons to Ashvatthaman—all pupils are equal 
in this respect—but it does allow him to give extra lessons. Here 
is the way it works: to the princes Drona gives long-necked jars to 
fill as a task, to Ashvatthaman a wide-mouthed one. Naturally 
Ashvatthaman gains time, arrives for lessons earlier, and receives 
more, though not better, instruction. This may be a small point, 
but Vyasa wishes to stress that it is dishonest for a teacher to show 
favouritism unless the pupil also works hard enough to warrant 
the deserving of special favour. Ashvatthaman comes early and is 
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eager to spend time on extra lessons; but when Arjuna catches on 
to the trick, Drona has no objection to giving him extra time also. 

Unjustifiable, however, is Drona’s shabby treatment of Ekalavya, 
the young tribal hero-worshipper who gains excellence in archery 
by deriving inspiration from a clay statue of Drona which he makes 
with his own hands. Utterly ignoble, in this context, is Arjuna’s 
jealousy of Ekalavya's skill. Drona was never Ekalavya’s guru, 
except in a symbolical sense; yet he has the gumption to ask for 
Ekalavya’s right thumb as his guru-daksliina or teacher-tribute, 
knowing that this will forever reduce Ekalavya to inferiority in 
archery. He does so at Arjuna’s instigation. It is difficult to think 
of anything more petty than this joint violation of teaching and 
Kshatriya ethics. But Vyasa sees life steadily, and he sees it whole 
and unsentimentally; yet there are occasions one wishes he did not, 
and this is one of them. Perhaps it is just as well that undoctored 
details such as this are chronicled, for they prepare us for the 
startling occasion, after the deluge of Krishna’s capital Dvaraka at 
the close of the epic, when Arjuna’s Gandiva bow fails to function 
at the critical moment just as rogues and robbers attack the fleeing 
Vrishni refugees, mostly women and old men. “Dharma, cultiva¬ 
ted, blesses; Dharma, violated, destroys.” 

Here is a lesson for teachers. What motivates a teacher of teach? 
It is commonly supposed that a good teacher is moved by dedica¬ 
tion. Of course, but dedication can flexibly cover a great many 
weaknesses, insecurities, hankerings, pettinesses; it may even be¬ 
come a rationalised cloak for selfishness. Sometimes dedication is 
no more than a glittering, empty word. Drona, for instance, is a 
splendid teacher, but one can hardly say that he takes up teaching 
with dedication, unless dedication is restricted to mean obsessed 
attachment to a single, narrow-minded aim. Drona’s aim is to 
revenge himself on king Drupada, who once insulted him in open 
court. The wording of Drupada’s insult contains much sensible 
thinking on the nature of friendship. Drupada knows very well, as 
Drona too surely does, that Drona has come to him to seek 
favours. Drona is wise, but his wisdom apparently does not extend 
so far as to realise that school ties do not automatically develop 
into fast friendships, especially when the persons concerned belong 
to very different income and intelligence groups. He learns his 
lesson; but not entirely; for he starts giving the Pandavas lessons in 
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war-skills so that he can demand from them, as teacher-tribute, 
the humiliation of Drupada in battle. 

YUDHISHITHIRA and VIDURA. There is a shloka in Book 1 
which is omitted in most recensions and which both Manmatha 
Nath Dutt and Kishari Mohan Ganguli do not translate in their 
English versions of the Mahabharata. Kunti is speaking to Vidura, 
her youngest brother-in-law: “Son of Vichitravirya, your sons the 
Pandavas, by your grace, are still alive. You saved them from the 
fire.” The Sanskrit is unambiguous: 



T pr: I 

vaicitravlrya te putrah kathamicijjivitastvaya/ 

tvatprasadajjatugrhe tratah pratyagatastava// 

Of course, putra can mean, loosely, “child,” but the clear meaning 
is “son” ( put-tra , “one who saves from the hell called put ,” that 
unique Hindu hell to which a sonless man is consigned). Is Vidura 
like a father to the Pandavas, or is he really their father? This 
delicate but very important detail is finely discussed by Iravati 
Karve in Yuganta, in the chapter titled “Father and Son?” 

Vidura, she argues, was a suta, that is, he belonged, like Kama 
and Yuyutsu, to a special class of “never-quite-equal-to-Kshatriya 
males who happened to have low-caste mothers or were illegitimate 
sons. Vidura is Vyasa’s son by a maid” (not Vichitravirya’s son, as 
Kunti politely and euphemistically addresses him), “just as Yuyutsu 
is Dhritarashtra’s. Vidura, like the bastard son Edmund in King 
Lear, can never aspire to legitimate inheritance; the crown will go 
to Pandu and Dhritarashtra, his brothers, but he has no succession 
rights. A silent, mysterious, self-obscuring figure, Vidura keeps 
himself almost deliberately in the background.” 

“Was there some secret buried in this outwardly serene life?” 
enquires Iravati Karve. “Were Vidura and Dharma (Yudhishthira) 
father and son? There is much in the Mahabharata to support this 
suspicion.” 

The evidence may not be conclusive but it is fascinating. “First 
of all, Kunti’s sons were born of gods, yet, by the law of bijaksetra - 
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nyaya, they were acknowledged as Pandu’s. Supposing it were 
known that Yudhishthira was Vidura’s son by Kunti—after all, 
Vyasa says that Kunti summoned the god of justice Dharma to 
father her first son (and Vidura is described in the epic as an in¬ 
carnation of Dharma)—his right to the kingdom would be challen¬ 
ged, because Vidura could not as a suta claim the Kuru throne. It 
would go automatically to the second eldest, Dhritarashtra’s son 
Duryodhana. It is imperative therefore that the right of junior 
levirate, by which a younger brother-in-law could father children 
on his childless sister-in-law, should not be publicly acknowledged 
in the case of Vidura’s relations with Kunti. 

“There are two more incidents which lend support to this con¬ 
tention. After Dhritarashtra and Gandhari, Kunti and Vidura, had 
gone to live in the forest, the Pandavas would occasionally go to 
visit them. On one such visit Yudhishthira did not see Vidura and 
he asked about him. Dhritarashtra answered, ‘He is practising 
terrible penance, he doesn’t eat or drink anything. Sometimes 
people see him wandering in the forest’. Just then someone hap¬ 
pened to say that Vidura had been seen naked, dust-covered, 
nothing but skin and bones. Yudhishthira ran after Vidura, crying, 
‘Vidura, I am your dear Yudhishthira’. They both continued 
running until Vidura stopped under a tree deep in the forest. He 
leaned against the tree. Vidura fixed his unblinking eyes on 
Yudhishthira, and with his yogic power he entered Yudhishthira’s 
body limb by limb. Vidura gave Yudhishthira everything—his life, 
his organs, his brilliance. This behaviour at the time of death is 
like that of father and son. In the Upanishads there is a descrip¬ 
tion of what a man nearing death is to do: he should lie on the 
bare ground, and make his son lie on top of him, saying, ‘Son, I 
give you my organs’. The son should reply, ‘I accept’. In this way 
the dying man transfers all his power, wealth, and intelligence to 
his son. . . . Two chapters later we are told that Vyasa came to 
Dhritarashtra and said, ‘Vidura was Dharma incarnate born to 
Vichitravirya’s maid servant and me through my yogic powers; and 
he, in his turn, through yogic powers, gave birth to Yudhishthira’. 
If Vidura was the father of Yudhishthira, why wasn’t he also 
called to father the other sons of Kunti?” Because of the “prevail¬ 
ing opinion” that a man could sleep with his brother’s wife only 
once if the “necessity arose to create a son in his brother’s name. 
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. . . As soon as vve consider the possibility that these two might 
be father and son, the whole Mahabharata conflict is no longer 
between the sons of Dhritarashtra and Pandu, but among the sons 
of all three brothers.” 


4. The Message of the Mahabharata 


In 1957 V. S. Sukthankar published a scholarly study titled On the 
Meaning oj the Mahabharata. He found fault with the excessively 
semantic, philological and textual approaches of some Western 
commentators on the epic, and argued that it had a powerful, indi¬ 
genous philosophical purport which needed to be appreciated 
within the context of the Indian tradition, and indeed could not be 
properly appreciated otherwise.The ‘‘meaning,” message or morality 
of the Mahabharata is difficult to pin down because the epic is, as 
Robert Antoine points out, “a mirror of Indian life throughout 
several centuries, a mirror in which popular beliefs, social customs, 
religious practice and speculation, folklore, civil and criminal law 
are reflected,” developed in course of time into “a vast encyclo¬ 
paedia. ’ How is one to extract a single message from a colossal 
narrative of 100,000 couplets in which at least four distinct strands 
can be seen woven? Accretions and interpolations notwithstanding, 
these four are easy to trace: 


(1) Additional bard poetry giving genealogies and the 
of other dynasties.” The Savitri and the Nala-Damayanti 
are good examples. 


legends 

episodes 


(2) “Brahminical myths and legends: the Brahmins soon exploi¬ 
ted the popularity of the Mahabharata to impart their own teach¬ 
ing. Mythological accounts, narratives extolling the power of 
sacrifices, battles of gods and demons, exaltation of the Brahmins 
and prescriptions regarding the respect and worship due to 
Brahmins. . . .” The best example of this is, of course, the ubiquit¬ 
ous glorification of the Bhargava clan of Brahmins, which I have 
discussed earlier. 


(3) “Popular fables and moral narratives teaching a much broad¬ 
er morality than the Brahminical positions. The jackal, the cat, 
the birds and other animals are the heroes of fables while, in the 
parables, symbolic beings represent the realities of human exis- 
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tence” a fine example of the latter being the parable of the Man 
in the Well (also known as the parable of the Drop of Honey) 
with which Vidura consoles grieving Dhritarashtra in Book 17, 
after the Kurukshetra carnage. “Stories of self-sacrificing kings or 
holy hermits practising penance, stories inculcating resignation 
before fate and death, stories extolling the love of a mother,"stories 
exemplifying compassion towards all beings, stories opposing to 
the Brahminical ideal of study and ritualism the simpler morality 
of detachment, are found in abundance.” 

(4) “Finally, very long didactic portions consisting of lengthy 
discourses and discussions on niti (worldly wisdom and politics), 
dharma (law and morality), and moksha (liberation) have consider¬ 
ably increased the bulk of the Mahabharcita. Books 12 and 13 
containing some 22,000 shlokas are almost exclusively didactic. Of 
those didactic portions the most famous is the Bhagavad Gita 
found in Book 6.” 

Another difficulty—message for whom? The miscellaneousness 
of the Mahabharatci s readership is a complicating factor. “The 
Hindu scarcely lives,” noted Romesh Chunder Dutt in 1899 when 
the population was “two hundred millions” in India, “man or 
woman, high or low, educated or ignorant, whose earliest recollec¬ 
tions do not cling round the story and the characters of the great 
Epics.” His words apply with perfect truth today, in spite of some 
secularisation and the population at 600 million. “The almost illi¬ 
terate oil-manufacturer or confectioner of Bengal spells out some 
modern translation of the Mahabharata to while away his leisure 
hour. The tall and stalwart peasantry of the North West know of 
the five Pandava brothers, and of their friend the righteous 
Krishna. The people of Bombay "and Madras cherish with equal 
ardour the story of the righteous war. And even the traditions and 
tales interspersed in the Epic, and which spoil the work as an 
Epic, have themselves a charm and an attraction; and the morals 
inculcated in these tales sink into the hearts of a naturally religious 
people, and form the basis of their moral education. Mothers in 
India know no better theme for imparting wisdom and instruction 
to their daughters, and elderly men know no richer storehouse for 
narrating tales to children.” 

One message—for 600 million people? Yes. However impossible 
and unfashionable it appears in our increasingly anti-dharma age, 
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the message was, and is, a moral one; intensely and unmistakably 
didactic, in fact. “The Mahabharata,” wrote C. Rajagopalachari 
in his preface to his English re-telling of the epic (Bharatiya Vidya 
Bhavan, 1950), “strengthens the soul and drives home—as nothing 
else does—the vanity of ambition and the evil and futility of anger 
and hatred.” That is one way of summing it up, but the tone and 
quality of the epic’s didacticism need a more detailed discussion. 

A good way of starting the discussion is to listen to the views of 
the Sanskrit literary critic Anandavardhana of Kashmir (circa a.d. 
9th century). In his Dhvanyaloka he says that Vyasa describes the 
epic as “Narayana-Katha” (“The Story of Narayana”) because 
“The history of Pandavas is only the argument —the purpose is 
the glory of the Lord. Learn to love the Lord, and discard the 
ephemeral pleasures of the world.” This sounds a little too simpli¬ 
stic but, basing his interpretation on Anandavardhana’s com¬ 
ment, the late V. Raghavan, in an essay appended to his trans¬ 
lation of the condensed Mahabharata, suggested very much the 
same: “Nothing less than Truth and Right, Satya and Dharma, 
form the theme of the great Epic. . . . When one understands this 
[Anandavardhana’s appreciation], the huge Epic at once attains a 
unity of character. The Pandavas represent Dharma, which alone 
is the path to God; Duryodhana, his brothers and his allies repre¬ 
sent Adharma. The story of the epic is the conflict of the two. 
The Lord Himself, Bhishma, Vidura and Drona try their best to 
save Duryodhana by pointing out to him the superiority of Dharma; 
but, doomed by fate, the unthinking prince ruins himself and his 
allies. This Dharma is the message of the Great Epic and it can 
hardly be missed.” Dr Raghavan’s capitalised ardour perhaps 
over-states his point; it could be argued that if Duryodhana is 
“doomed by fate,” in what way is he responsible for his “adhar¬ 
ma,” in what way can he be held guilty of misconduct? It is in¬ 
structive to keep in mind, however, that Mahatma Gandhi had a 
similar view of the moral message of the Mahabharata when he 
interpreted Kurukshetra allegorically as a battlefield where the two 
warring parties are the forces of God (the Pandavas) and the forces 
of Evil (the Kauravas) —and Good is inevitably assisted to finally 
triumph by the grace of Divine Providence (Krishna). And R. C. 
Zaehner has persuasively argued the case of Gandhiji as a twentieth- 
century incarnation of Yudhishthira in his book titled Hinduism. 
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But Dharma, as Bhishma warned Draupadi, is subtle, and to 
say simply that the Mahabharata' s message is the ultimate victory 
of Dharma is to be a little too eager to find, not what is necessarily 
in the epic, but what one would like to see in it. I dare to say 
this knowing only too well that the Mahabharata describes itself 
in its very first shloka as the kavya of jaya or victory, and that two 
of its most famous shlokas contain the statements “Truth always 
triumphs’’ and “Where Dharma is, Krishna is; where Krishna is, 
victory is.” Yet facile conclusions must be avoided; we must seri¬ 
ously ask ourselves what kind of Dharma it is that always triumphs. 

In his introduction to his “English version based on selected 
verses” (Columbia University Press, 1965), C. V. Narasimhan was 
a little more specific in this matter. “Throughout the epic,” he 
argued, “there are episodes of unnecessary violence, net only vio¬ 
lence in the physical sense but also violence to all human feelings 
as, for example, when Bhima fulfils his terrible vow of drinking 
the blood of Dushasana. At the same time it can be maintained 
that while there is so much preoccupation with violence and rev¬ 
enge, the essential theme of the epic is peace and reconciliation. 
Three missions are exchanged and every effort is made to avert 
war between the Pandavas and the Kauravas. It is only when all such 
efforts have been exhausted that there is the ultimate resort to 
force.” 

On the subject of reconciliation. Dr Narasimhan says “the cen¬ 
tral episode” is the one in Book 17 in which, “by the grace of the 
holy Vyasa,” the dead heroes emerge from the sacred Ganga 
“free from all animosity and pride, anger and jealousy.” . . . “Son 
met with father or mother, wife with husband, brother with bro¬ 
ther, and friend with friend. At last ‘they renounced all enmity and 
became established in friendship’.” The same “element of reconci¬ 
liation” occurs in Book 18, “when the warriors meet in Heaven 
where there is no rancour or malice.” 

Indeed, “this emphasis on the theme of peace and reconciliation 
is natural and understandable, because it is only a reflection of 
the hallowed Indian benediction: ‘Peace, peace, peace!’ (Om, 
Shantih, Shantih, Shantih!). It may also be said to have a special 
application for our troubled times when (like the Pandavas and 
the Kauravas) great nations vie with each other in lining up alli¬ 
ances and mastering the art of missilery.” (Dr Narasimhan was 



Secretary of the United Nations when he wrote these lines). 
ef as Pandavas realised even before the lighting began, 

® ut ’ • a universal lesson for all to read, which is spelt out b> 
v^rUiishthira in Book 5: ‘In all cases, war is evil. Who that strikes 
. U not struck in return? Victory and defeat, O Krishna, are th« 
'same to one who is killed. Defeat is not very much better that 
death, I think; but he whose side gains victory also surely suffer: 

some loss’. . . 

Who would have guessed that the great epic ot war is dedicatee 

to the proposition that ‘ in all cases, war is evil?” What would P 
Sensarma make of such a conclusion? His fine book, Ku>uksJi etri 
War— A Military Study { Naya Prakash, Calcutta, 1975) is a care 
fully documented presentation of the theory and practice of \ Va r 
fare as presented in Vyasa’s epic, and almost leads one to conclud 
that the tale is a celebration of war and military science! In th 
foreword, General K M. Cariappa recommends it as “havin 
military value to the present generation of soldiers and politi 
cians,” and it was favourably reviewed under the titled “Militar 
Man’s Mahabharata' ’ by General J. N. Chaudhuri. If all war indeei 
is evil, why did Krishna not disallow this particular war? How cai 
Good ever triumph, without use of force, if Evil remains viciousl' 
and unbendingly adamant? I do not think the central message o 
the Mahabharata can be reduced to this doctrine of war-avoidanci 
at any cost; total non-violence as a corollary of the philosophy o 
absolute pacifism does not seem to be the sum of Vyasa’s accu 
mulated wisdom. One way of discussing this is to see it in relatioi 
to Mahatma Gandhi’s philosophy of non violence. 

When Gandhiji was detained in the Aga Khan palace, he wrot 
out three Sanskrit words in an exercise book in Gujarati script 
and made Kasturba copy them out in an attempt to teach his wifi 
the letters of the alphabet. The words were: “ahimsa parami 
dharma” (“The prime duty is non-violence”). This is a weak trans 
lation because the word dharma has many nuances and canno 
be exactly Englished, but it will suffice for the point I am goin; 
to make. 

Not many are aware of the source of these three importan 
words. In the Pauloma section of Book 1 of the Mahabharata, th 1 
furious prince Ruru takes a vow to kill all snakes that cross hi 
path because one of them stung and killed his bride-to-be Pramad 
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vara a few days before the date of her wedding. He comes across 
a dundhuba —a non-poisonous snake-lizard—and raises his staff in 
order to kill him. Cornered, the dundhuba says, “Ahimsa paramo 
dharma; sarvapranabhrtam smrtah” which means “The prime duty 
is non-violence; look on all creatures equally.” 

Now, Ruru is a Brahmin, and the snake-lizard is reminding 
him that Brahmins are not supposed to assault strangers. Also, he 
is defenceless; and a defenceless person’s only weapon is persua¬ 
sion—if, that is, the attacker will pause and listen. A few shlokas 
later, the snake-lizard says that violence is the business of a Ksha- 
triya. The point is that he does succeed in saving himself. That is 
fine; non-poisonous snake-lizards have every right not to be 
harmed. But what about poisonous snakes? And what about 
snakes-in-the-grass? 

The Mahabharata passage says nothing about total ahimsa. All 
it suggests is that, if you are attacked and have no means of 
defending yourself, you should try to appeal to the aggressor’s 
moral sense, or you will be dead, which is not a very agreeable 
state for a living person to be in. 

Was this Gandhiji’s idea of ahimsa? I do not think so. There is 
no evidence that he knew the context of his famous three words. 
It is likely that this context was at some time or other indicated 
to him; but if so, he chose to interpret the epic’s “message” to suit 
his own philosophy of life and action. On 11 August 1920 he 
wrote in Young India, “I am not a visionary: I claim to be a prac¬ 
tical idealist. The religion of non-violence is not meant merely 
for the rishis and saints. It is meant for the common people as 
well.” To the common man this must surely appear as very un¬ 
practical sentiment. But Gandhiji’s statements were not impulsive 
bits of airy advice—and it is interesting to see what he could have 
meant by this particular statement. 

It seems that the dundhuba 's words did influence the Mahatma 
a great deal. In Young India, in July 1921, he wrote again, “My 
business is to refrain from doing any violence myself, and to in¬ 
duce by persuasion and service as many of God’s creatures as 
I can to join me in the belief and practice.” And in the Harijan, 
18 January 1942, just before he began the Quit India movement, 
he explained, “My resistance to war does not carry me to the 
point of thwarting those who wish to take part in it. I reason with 
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them. I put before them the better way and leave them to make 
the choice.” 

This is the dundhuba's way: reason and persuasion. But there 
are some intriguing implications here that need clarification. , 
Gandhiji assumes that all people are open to reason, whereas 
it is obvious that violence is employed mostly by those who 
have temporarily suspended or, with deliberate intent for a 
large stretch of time, surrendered rational thinking. Gandhiji says 
unequivocally that non-violence is the “better way”; but is it then 
never permissible to use violence to convince a fanatic, a terro¬ 
rist, a dictator bent on genocide, or a madman? 

Gandhiji r does advise the use of violence, but in one context 
only. “I do believe that, where there is only a choice between 
cowardice and violence, I would advise violence. ... I want both 
the Hindus and the Mussalmansto cultivate the cool courage to 
die without killing. But if one has not that courage, I want him 
to cultivate the art of killing and being killed, rather than j n a 
cowardly manner flee from danger. For the latter in spite of his 
flight does commit mental himsa. He flees because he has not the 
courage to be killed in the act of killing.” 

This leads us to the predicament of Arjuna on the battlefield 
of Kurukshetra: to fight or not to fight, to kill or to lay down 
arms? Even those who argue that the Gita is an interpolation do 
not question the rich moral insights provided in the colloquy bet¬ 
ween Krishna and Arjuna. Interestingly enough, if there is a 
central message in the epic it is very likely embedded in the Gita. 

The Mahabliarata is an epic of action, and the Gita endorses ac¬ 
tion. “Wake up!” says Vyasa. “Let good men shake off sloth.” And 
Krishna tells Arjuna, “To work is better than not to work 
Your duty is to work. . . . Do what must be done. . . .” Fight, in 
other words, but not for the sake of victory. It is a hard lesson to 
teach, but Krishna teaches it throughout the Gita , and with poetic 

beauty in Canto 15 of the sacred dialogue when he describes a 

“cosmic fig-tree” whose roots are in the sky, whose fruits are on 
earth. “Slice this fig-tree with non-attachment,” he advises 
Arjuna, thus ending your karma and obtaining moksha. The co-or¬ 
dinates of moksha are not given, because freedom, to be truly free, 
can have no limiting co-ordinates, no how-to-achieve-it gim¬ 
mickry. 
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It is my belief that the core moral of the Mahabharata is to 
show the primacy, in human life, of such action. This “cosmic fig- 
tree” is a metaphor for one of Hinduism’s profoundest, subtlest, 
and strongest beliefs, a metaphor that has found its way into 
Indian village folklore as the kalpa-taru, the wish-fulfilling tree. 
Inside the Jagannatha Temple in Puri, Orissa, is a wish-fulfilling 
tree. The Bengali folk singer Ram Prosad Sen has a song that 
goes: “Let’s go, my mind, and pluck the four fruits.” These are 
the fruits that hang from the wish-fulfilling tree. Christopher 
Isherwood re-tells the kalpa-taru parable in his anthology Vedanta 
for the West ; I narrated it in my introductory essay “On Under¬ 
standing India” to Barbara Harrison’s Learning About India 
(1977). It is worth repeating, if only because it is exquisitely 
simple. 

The proverbial benevolent uncle turns up in a village and finds 
his nephews and nieces and their friends playing in a thatched hut 
with toys and make-do twig-and-rag dolls. “Why play with 
these?” he asks. “Outside is the kalpa-taru, the Wish-Fulfilling 
Tree. Stand under it, and wish. It will give you anything you 
want.” 

The children don’t believe him. They are smart enough to know 
that the world is not structured to give us whatever we want. We 
have to struggle very hard for the smallest reward—and, of course, 
others always seem to get the plums, for they have what is known 
as “connections.” 

They smile knowingly. The uncle leaves. 

No sooner has he left, however, than they rush to the Tree, and 
start wishing. They want sweets—and they get stomach aches. 
They want toys—and they get boredom. Bigger and better toys— 
bigger and better boredom. 

This worries them. It is very upsetting. Something must be 
wrong somewhere. Someone is tricking them. What is this 
unpleasant unsuspected unwanted extra that always tags along 
with the sweets and the toys? 

What they haven’t realised yet is that the Wish-Fulfilling Tree 
is the vast, the enormously generous but totally unsentimental 
cosmos. It will give you exactly what you want—“this world is 
your wish-fulfilling cow,” says Krishna in Canto 3 of the Gita — 
and with it its built-in opposite. The tragedy of the world is not 







that we don’t get what we want, but that we always get exactly 
what we want—along with its built-in opposite. Wish it, think it, 
dream it, do it—you’ve got it! and you’ve had it. That’s it—having 
and being had. (If only the Pandavas had known that before they 
started wishing and planning for success!) 

So the children grow up and become, euphemistically, “young 
adults.” They really are just a bunch of over-grown kids, all 
trapped and clamouring under the Wish-Fulfilling Tree. Instead of 
sweets and toys—childish trifles!—they now crave Sex, Fame, 
Money, and Power, the four sweet fruits that dangle from the 
Tree. Bittersweet fruits. There are, truly speaking, no other 
fruits. There is nothing else to be had. 

They reach out and bite each of these four fruits and get the 
same bitter after-taste of disappointment and disillusionment. But 
they go on wishing, because there seems to be little else that one 
can do under the Wishing Tree. Creatures come and g Q - the 
Tree is always there, always granting favours with frustrations 
attached. 

They grow old and are stretched out under the Tree, lying on 
their death cots. Pathetic old men and women, politely referred to 
as “ guru-jana ,” “respected elders,” “senior citizens.” They lie 
huddled in three security-seeking groups. The first group whispers 
“It’s all a hoax. The world’s a farce.” Fools; they have learnt 
nothing. 

The second huddle murmurs, “We made the wrong wishes. This 
time we’ll make the right wish.” Bigger fools; they have learnt less 
than nothing. 

The third group is the most foolish. “What’s the point livingl 
Nothing makes sense. We want to die.” 

The obliging Tree quickly grants their last desire. They die_and 

they get the in-born built-in opposite of the death-wish—they an 
re-born--and under the same Tree, for there is no other place to 
get born or re-born in. 

The parable does not end here. It speaks of a lame boy. The 
young cripple also hobbled to the Tree, but was shoved aside b) 
his more agile friends. So he crawled back to the hut and gazed ai 
the marvellous Tree from the small window, waiting for his 
friends to finish and make room for him to stand under the Tree 
and make the wish that lame boys make. What he saw from the 
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window awed and almost unnerved him. 

He saw a tragic scene enacted in front of him. He saw his 
companions wanting sweets and getting stomach aches, grabbing 
toys and getting bored. He saw them scrambling for other toys 
and sweets—Sex, Fame, Money, and Power—and getting their 
opposites, and agonising—and not realising the cause of their 
anguish. He saw them divided into three groups—the Cynics, the 
self-appointed Wise Guys, and the hope-bereft Death-Wishers. He 
saw this with unforgettable clarity, with the poignant brilliant 
sharpness of naked truth. 

The spectacle of this cosmic swindle, this lila, so impressed him 
that he stood stunned in brief, lucid bafflement. A divine comedy, 
a divine tragicomedy, the panoramic cycle of karma that s what 
it all was. A gush of compassion welled in his heart for the 
victims of karma, and in that gush of compassion, though he 
wanted to wish, the lame boy forgot to wish. He had sliced the 
cosmic fig-tree with non-attachment. 

He stood outside the orbit of the world’s ambivalence. He was 
free. 

He had, in expressing spontaneous compassion, not done the 
planned good act, which earns heaven for its doer and leads to 
better re-birth. The Hindu heaven is a temporary state, because 
heaven is really a punishment for good deeds. 

Nor had he done the bad act, which earns hell, again 
temporary, after which one is born again. The Hindu tradition 
feels that no crime is so bad as to deserve an eternity of punish¬ 
ment. 

He had not done the absurd act, either, by opting, as the des¬ 
perate do, to cop out of the system. Stop the world I m getting 
off! After all, my life is my life, and I can put an end to it when- 
ever I want to; there’s no one really to stop me. 

The lame boy had sliced the cosmic fig-tree by doing the pure 
act,” the ultimate act of dharma, the act of gratuitous and 
concerned compassion, which gets no reward or punishment, 
since it lies outside the give-and-take set-up. The pure act in the 
words of Krishna, nishkama karma —is its own reward. Until the 
gesture of the pure act is made, and until it is put in to practice, 
we are all trapped under the Wish-Fulfilling Tree mentioned in the 
Gita and the Katha-Upanishad (II : 3 : 1). The cripple did not 
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consciously know this. He stood, in the healing shadow of his 
compassion and beyond the pale of the Tree, marvelling at the 
complex and wondrous and dread fabric of the universe, and 
forgetting to wish. Forgetting—not remembering to forget. He was 
the “free,” the serene man, the genuine doer of dharma and the 
right candidate for moksha, untouched by the world’s ambivalence 

and by the varieties of heaven and hell the world so copiously 
provides. J 

This is what Vyasa means when he says, in the memorable 
shloka at the close of his epic, that he lifts up his hands and 
shouts that from Dharma comes Artha and Kama—and no one 
listens. In compassion lies the meaning of life, and because both 
the Kauravas and Pandavas lacked such compassion rhev 
destroyed themselves. Vyasa does not pause to ask whv n Y 
listens. y no one 

Could the answer be that such dharmic compassion ' 
difficult, almost impossible for the common man to ach^^o 
Krishna says in the Gita in Canto 18: “Act one must-the h T 

compels it—true giving-up is renunciation of fruits.” Yes b ° dy 

the average human being ever aspire to give up the f Ut ^ 
action? Is the carrot dangled by Krishna (and Vvas^ 5 ° f 
reachable by the plodding, ego-ridden efforts of mank^ 
Hinduism again talking so big and positing goals so idealist' IS 
with the exception of saints and geniuses, all must d C • *’ 

success? It is reasonable, is it practical to expect Arjuna Train^ 
as a Kshatriya, expert in the arts of war, to fight without desire to 
wm? For a bnef moment Arjuna does show an extraordinary 
compassion—but it is much too.brief and all too extraordinary Y 
Dr J. A. B. Van Buitenen, who died in 1979, savs • 
introduction to Book V of his unfinished translation of Till 
Mahabharata, Volume 3 (University of Chicago Press, 1978) that 
the “ Bhagavad Gita has discovered a new ethical justification for 
the act, which is this war: it is a very subtle agreement: Yes this 
act is a task that cannot be shirked. And if this act be done as 
task, not for the rewards it yields, it shall have no unfavourable 
consequences .for the soul.” It is a very subtle argument indeed, 
and even subtler and more important is the concept of active 
compassion which overshadows it. Krishna does win the first 
round—he is able to get Arjuna to fight and kill—but the end of 
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the Mahabharata underlines the futility of revengeful warfare and 
restores the validity of Arjuna’s “compassion.” Such is the 
essential structure and message of India’s Doomsday Epic: Without 
compassion all is lost. 


5. Translating the Mahabharata 


Like an awkward bumble-bee 

he lands on the flower; 

the delicate stem bends 

he pushes his way between rows of petals 

which are like dictionary pages 

3 30 

and he tries to get in 

where the scent and the sweetness are 

and although he has a cold 

and no taste 

he perseveres 



until his head bangs 
against a yellow pistil 


but here it ends 
one simply cannot reach 
through the head of a flower 
to its roots 

so the bumble-bee gets out 
very proud 
humming loudly: 

I have been inside 

And to those who don’t quite believe him 
he shows his nose 
yellow with pollen 

-“On Translating Poetry” by Zbigniew Herbert in Polish Writ¬ 
ing Today, Penguin Books 


Every age gets the translation it deserves, and often the time-span 
of an age for purposes of effective communication is no more 
than thirty years, even less, roughly a generation. A generation is 
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lucky if it gets the translation that most reflects and expresses its 
interests and needs. It is trivial and irrelevant to condemn 
earlier translations for not sounding satisfactory to us. As best one 
should compare only contemporary versions of the same text; even 
that is not always desirable, because different translators aim at 
different groups of readers with different tastes. One does one’s job 
as best as one can, and moves on. Some translate; some trans- 
create; some, with the best of intentions, transcorrupt. By the time 
Time passes an evaluating judgment, new and fresh versions are 
again needed—and the cycle starts again. 

An example of the way in which translators, sometimes 
consciously but mostly unconsciously, mould their versions to th 
esthetic and moral taste of their age can be seen in EdwaH 
Fitzgerald’s handling of “sensitive” material in The Rubai / 
Omar Khayyam. The famous quatrain, ai yat oj 

A Book of Verses underneath the Bough, 

A jug of wine, a loaf of bread, and thou 
Beside me singing in the wilderness — 

Oh, Wilderness were paradise enow. 

conjures up, if the numerous illustrators of the Rubaiyat are 
believed, a charmingly conventional romantic nicfnrp- „ re t0 . ^ 

*1 ^ ^ ^ C ^ Q O C 1C a 

shy girl in Samarkand silk singing to a languidly reclinin 1 ’ 
who holds a book of poems in his hands and a woeful ex ^ °^ Cr 
on his face and is waiting for her to end so that he can recite” 
love poem to her. A regular feast for the gently erotic Victorian 
imagination! Unfortunately, such a scene, however sensuously 
stimulating to the nineteenth century British reader, must surely 
have been appalling to the Middle Eastern imagination. A girl- 
an unveiled girl—and a boy together—unheard of and unthought 
of! The original is quite different: 

Let me have a loaf of fine wheaten flour, 

A flagon of wine, and a thigh of mutton, 

And beside me, amid the desolation, a comely 
youth— 

This is happiness no Sultan’s palace holds. 
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Conspicuously missing are the “Book of Verses” and the sylvan 
“Bough” of a Hampstead garden (date palms don’t have boughs); 
the loaf is specified as being of “fine wheaten flour,” and the 
“jug” of wine is really a goodly-sized “flagon”; and, most 
important, the girl is obviously a “comely youth”—lads being 
more acceptable than lasses in Middle Eastern mores where trysts 
in oases were involved. To Fitzgerald’s credit it should be pointed 
out that he never said it was a girl—he used the ambiguous 
“thou” and left it to his intelligent reader’s taste to fill in the sex; 
the ambiguous person could even be Saki, the wine-bearer. 

I mean that it is imperative for a translator to bow to the 
culture of the age in which, or for which, he is writing—and, with 
very rare exceptions, one is always translating only for one’s 
contemporaries. Creative writing may be done for a hundred years 
hence; not translation. In the process of conforming to the implied 
or explicit esthetic and other standards of one’s age, humorous 
and even ridiculous translation can result. For instance, the King 
James Version and the American Standard version of Isaiah 6 : 1 
report that Isaiah the prophet saw the Lord sitting upon a throne, 
high and lifted up, “and his train filled the temple.” The James 
Moffatt translation says “his trailing robes spread over the temple 
floor.” Actually, a more accurate translation of the Hebrew would 
be “his buttocks filled the temple.” One member of the New 
English Bible Committee wanted to translate the word accurately, 
but the majority felt that “buttocks” or even “hind parts” would 
not be well received, and they settled for the innocuous mis¬ 
translation. Apparently, it is still bad religious manners in our 
increasingly irreligious century to refer to the Deity in parti¬ 
cularised anthropomorphic vocabulary. An even more curious 
example is the deliberate South African mistranslation made by 
Dutch Christians of The Song of Songs 1 : 5; the King James 
Version has “I am black but comely, O ye daughters of 
Jerusalem”; and the Dutch African Version alters it to “I am 
comely and burnt brown by the sun,” because few white people in 
the stronghold of apartheid would accept the notion that a black 
person could be comely. 

In other words, it is not unlikely that in my condensed version 
of the epic the reader may spot concessions made to the mores of 
our age, specially the mores that are part of the Indian tradition. 
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The Mahabharcita is the greatest work of literature that India 
possesses; it commands and deserves the highest respect. I have 
approached it with that respect without, I hope, surrendering my 
critical faculties. My medium is English, but what matters is not 
so much the language as the values enshrined in the epic; I have 
tried to put across these values with a discriminating, transparent 
simplicity of style, adopting an intelligently genuflecting attitude 
to the vast culture that Vyasa so richly documents and expresses. 
If readers after this century discover this bias on my part, I can 
defend myself in advance only by arguing that sufficient'to each 
age is the bias thereof and, instead of pointing to the short 
comings of an earlier age’s translators, it is a more reward' 
pursuit to weed out the ones in our own. R. C. Dutt and Fd j 
F itzgerald were right for their age; one hopes and oravc u, . Ward 
is right for one’s own. * aL one 

Secondly, I have tried in my trauscreation to brino 
literary quality of the Mahabharata as a fast-paced poetic n ° Ut 
It is a story, after all, though many forget that it is a story?^ 
poetry. Therefore, I mix verse high with prose flow. Wb P ^ Ul1 . 


re I fee. 


the Sanskrit needs an intense, imaginative rendering_ 

creating—I resort to free verse; where the narrative and 
parts predominate, I use prose. This is not an inflexible r ] Ct ' f 


it serves as a way of achieving whatever results I 


wanted to 


achieve in my condensed version. Though the die-hard 

may not admit this, the Mahabharata is full of r pundit? 
, . ., , ... , , 01 Prolix, over- 

detailed, repetitive, preachy and even contradictory passao- — \ 

it is full of beauty, delicacy, economy, and haunting pofgnan 
Any translator will have to depend on his intuitions'and insight* 
to see which is which, and where; refusal or inability to do soi will 
result in the perpetration of an irreparable injustice to the multi- 
tonal subtlety of Vyasa by rendering his masterpiece in a bland 
urbane, scholarly pseudostyle. 

Thirdly, the spoken quality of the epic is something that mus! 
be conveyed. The Mahabharata is now written, but it was, and 
remains, in the Indian tradition an oral epic. I have used 1 
colloquial, speakable form of English to suggest this. This 
essential Mahabharata quality was vividly brought home to me 
when I began reading my shloka-by-shloka version in English, 
With significant Sanskrit shlokas interspersed, for a set ol 
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stereophonic cassettes brought out by Writers Workshop, 
Calcutta, that will cover the entire Mahabharata in 250 hours of 
speaking and chanting. How the ancient story-telling suta would 
have loved cassettes! I have in ray translation stressed the 
dramatic, the picturesque, the mythic, the warmly human, and the 
conspicuously poetic because these elements are the soul of the 
oral tradition. 

The ultimate test, however, the touchstone as it were, of any 
translation is its handling of what I call epiphany-points-These are 
passages, usually not over-long, that are found in every major 
epic of the world, where the narrative seems to miraculously lift 
into a sudden experience of the unsaid and almost unsayable 
mystery of human relationship, or where it bursts into an ecstatic 
celebration of some spiritual discovery, or where it describes with 
memorable lyricism some unsuspected exquisiteness of the beauty 
of nature. One such passage in the epic of Vyasa is the Karna- 
Kunti episode, a poignant piece of tight drama, carefully cons¬ 
tructed, near-perfect in its delicacy, brevity, simplicity, and inten¬ 
sity. It fascinated Rabindranath Tagore so deeply that he wrote a 
poem on it. Kunti goes to meet her son Kama, whom she 
abandoned as a baby, to implore him not to harm her other sons 
on the battlefield. In the Poona Critical Recension, it is the text 
of Book 5: 142: 27 to 5: 144: 26, and in my translation it 
begins with “On the bank of the Ganga,” and ends “They parted, 
going different ways.” 

II 27 

qr i 

srareqR qrrcM uqtsFcft qqfFFft n 28 

ll 29 

3TT *T 7^^ qWcP I 

ipcfarqTfaEsqfwsr i 

q-srifirpT qf tq^T qpft qqqqt 47:1 30 
f fa ^lft»PT#T 

II 142 II 
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i 

Tryq'b^HrfsRf#: ^T^rtrf+T^r^ 

ATRTT f%A# AAcfr f% jpt^tR A i 

I 

T TT#q# T dATfsn:^: fTTT 
Arf# ^cT^r ^trt: Afsfe ir aat 

ttttt 3TRT: ^fsTAT cRT: 

qqq 3 ^ 

cT'T^ff #ts# %#t f^Tt^r: 
ST^fT^T^TT TRJT'T «{nJT qTR 

c *s 

^og^fr cT&FW^ft TATA: faqr qq ; 
srra^rRfTT fsr# rat 3 A rq^4| 
a c# srrgw'i^T RT^Rrfqew 
sttatt^tat crawc^Pr 3 ^ fq%AT: 

3d44w 3 ^r ^TTmf sjjff?r^ 

q-tTrar?^^ facRt ARTf ARA4T<?f?Ffi- 
3T5f#ATf%Af 3 # fcTT cTY^T^rTSTf^T: 
srrf^tt^ ar#TTcf«fr aitsa qtflresfr fqqq,, 8 
srer qwg; |:ta: ^wtaaaaftaa 
aIsitaa aatasa AAA^rrAAWA: 

# aaat aat ttaatrat 


10 


11 


12 


STATS# % 3 FTTSTAAt: flff ARAA>: 

qd# qfrfvp-qq 33 qAAfAWfffAA A: 

tf: q-f^ft 5T^rr tat aat^aaaa: 

^TT^rt TFT: ST G 5t sjpssq- cRgm- 

^ O O VO 

^T 3 #f# AT 9T®A: TTATcAAfA AtAArA 
AlA^rARA AA>A7AfA 
fAATATfTAAfATTAAAA'TSSqTA: 

144 

AsrqmA i^ra 1 

^AT^ATAfTAT TAT: TJATA ARcAA | 
fTxAAT A>TfAAf fa^AAATTTr^fTArR II 1 


3 


4 


I 6 


7 


9 


143 II 
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RcRRTf ^RT RTRR RR RT^RR. fR I 
RR^R RRRRRcRTST RRRTRRRSRRT II 2 

ttrrrr^r rtrt r *rr fRRT r rpjrt i 
rrtr rr rrtr *rfo: RRraRRRRT ii 3 

c 

3TR I 

r r r r^r rtrr arfRR RTfRR ?rrt i 
‘ cTRg'K RRR^RTRRRTRRTR RR II 4 
3T^TTt-TTf5T RRTTR $RfTcRRR I 

RRRtRfsfFR ^ RR RRR:4RfRRTRRR II 5 
3Tf R STfRRT RTRt R FTIRf: §TRRfN>RTR I 
cRcf% f% 3 'Tim: RR: fRf^Tf^RR II 6 
fRRTRTR RTpTrSTRfTRrT TRfRR TFT I 
^RRS4TRRRRRR RT 14^: II 7 
r r rr %f RT^R^RfeR rtrt 1 

RT RT RRTSTR^RST %RRRRffRfRRl II 8 
f^iRR ^rr^cTT^Rt R R ^RRR RRRRTR I 
HffTS3r R]R R RT fRRRqTRTRT RfafR RRR II 9 
ST'gTTRT fRfRR: 5^^ R'PlfiRT: I 

q-fOacITFirfe R^SlfR f% RT 5TR RfRGRfR 1110 
RRRTR: RfRRRR: ^fRRRR R?T RRR I 

R OTRRTGRTRT fR? RRRRT RRR II 11 
RRRfR RTRT % Rt fRRTRRTRR I 
RRTJRfTR =R RRT RRRt RTRR RRT II 12 
RR RTRR IT RR^TRRT: Rf^RRlfR^R I 
RfRRTSSJ- RR RRTR^ fR?3T RRTTRR 11 13 
RRT C RRR RRTR fRRtRfor fTcRRR I 

RTTRRRT R RT%R RIRf RRR II 14 
3TR f§ RTR: RRT'TTT STTRTTGR>RRtfRRTR I 
fRRfeaT RRT RR RTRTRRfTTSTRT 1115 
fTRTR?: gRRT R ff f^RRTR RRftRR I 
3TRRSR fTR RTRT fRfRRRRR^RRT: II 16 
TTRfofcRfRRT RRT R£fWTR|TfTRTR I 
RRTRR RTt RTRT fRRR RTRRRRTR II 17 
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jmWTmf JTt^mfiT ^ g#: I 
mf ^ Slimt STRW fl f II 1 8 

3 TTfT 5 t^zmsft ^rf T&Tmc'J^'TTfmnT I 
arcfrs^w^cF^ ^frmsr ^ w^rr 11 19 
^ 5 ^rs4 ?r*rrc**fr jtHt mm srfmarfa i 
mmfcPT^TTmtJ- 1 % * cT qcTFT | 

ffkfet ^ tfti? ^ mft ii 20 

sntfmr mf 5^ mr jftfafest gtr i 

armr % *rmm Frmtm mu 11 

sum mfcr fuf u: mmufmTT 1121 

5 T rr m3 ^rfsirnfm 3m: qim 1 

f^rcmu: mpmmuTmum fa ufo 11 22 

^=imqH 1 

ff?r sj>mur: s mm g^cft 1 

3 wr*r mrmfwm tmrnffmmr 11 23 
t mmitcPT mr qu^rfm ^thm: 1 
4 m <4 muu t# 5 mmruTiT 11 24 
emu mgm 'urfmmmi uumuu 1 
4 U m 4 f%mmff u^^fammur u 2 5 

srmmr ^fm %f?r 3mm mimmfru 1 
m mmsmmmmummRft mm3: 34m 1126 
I fm 

: 4^mmf^5RfmPwmn5emq': 11 144 11 

The haunting karuna-rasa, the flavour of compassion in thi? 
episode needs a sensitive translating approach, and it is interest 
ing to see how scholarly and competent translators go abof 
providing sensitive versions. In Section 142:30 the second line is: 

drstva kuntimupatisthadabhivadya krtanjalih. 

The key phrase here is krtanjali, and not just because it is a Hindi 
manner of respectful greeting for which there is no English equivs 
lent. Afijali, according to the Sanskrit Dictionary of Monier 
Williams, means “the open hands placed side by side and slight!) 
hollowed (as if by a beggar to receive food; hence when raised t> 
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the forehead, a mark of supplication). 5 ’ The line is simple enough: 
“Having seen Kunti, he turned, and waited, doing anjali .” V. 
Raghavan has: “He bowed to her and with folded hands stood 
ready to serve her. 55 Shanta Rameshwar Rao has: “He turned 
round at last and greeted her courteously.” C. Rajagopalachari 
omits this line altogether. J. A. B. Van Buitenen makes it: He 
turned around and saw Kunti. He saluted her and waited for her 
to speak with folded hands, as was proper ” (This is slightly ambi¬ 
guous, because it could also be read to mean that Kama “saluted 
Kunti and then waited for her to speak with her hands folded 
which is not the case.) Anjali , the form of greeting that Kama 
gave to his mother Kunti, is at the root of all these approxima¬ 
tions, because it is a peculiarly deferential and self-effacing recog¬ 
nition of another’s presence. Professor Van Buitenen tries to 
indicate this extreme filial yet distant deference by making Kama 
ask, a shloka later, “Why has your ladyship come?” But an 
Indian son using “your ladyship” for his mother when the text 
warrants no such phrase does sound decidedly odd, despite the 
special circumstances in this particular case. 

Take Section 144:6 line 1: 

aharii ca ksatriyo jato na praptah ksatrasatkriyam. 

The troublesome word here is ksatrasatkriydrh . Every Hindu 
knows what satkriydm means: the entire complex of rituals and 
observances due to a member of any of the upper castes. The line 
can be literally translated “Though I am born Kshatriya, I never 
received Kshatriya sacraments”—though the word sacraments 
has clearly a Christian connotation. Kama is speaking to his 
mother and accusing her of denying him his fundamental caste 
rites—which are also his rights. Professor Van Buitenen translates 
it: “Born a Kshatriya, I have not yet received the respect due to 
a baron.” Baron?—I cannot imagine any Hindu in his right senses 
ever using such a sentence. C. Rajagopalachari is closer to the 
Indian spirit: “You deprived me of all that was my birthright as a 
Kshatriya. . . .” Surely Webster’s Third International Dictionary 
can help us out. It has the perfect word: samskara. Kama is refer¬ 
ring to the samskaras which lie never received because his mother 
deserted him when he was still a baby. Webster s Third defines 
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samskara as “a purificatory Hindu ceremony”; Webster’s Second, 
that indispensable tome, says samskara is ‘‘the twelve (sometimes 
forty) purificatory ceremonies, or rites of passage, of Hinduisms 
three upper castes, as, of conception, name giving, marriage. 
Why not translate the line simply as: “I was born Kshatriya, but 
you deprived me of my samskaras”? 

One last instance: Kunti’s parting words to Kama are a Hindu 
mother’s poignant, reluctant blessing to a strong-willed son. They 
occur in the last but one line of the extract: 

anamayam svasti ceti prlhatho karnamabravit. 

Literally, “ .‘Live long and prosper!’ Kunti said to Kama.” Kunti 
says this, knowing very well that if Kama lives long anu prospers, 
her other sons are in danger. But what else can she, as a mother, 
say? V. Raghvan translates this as: “Wishing welfare and bidding 
farewell. . . C. Rajagopalachari turns it almost into a Christian 
benediction: “May God bless him.” Shanta Rameshwar Rao has: 
“May the God bless you!” And Professor Van Buitenen has the 
business-like “Good health and good luck!” True, anamayam means 
“free from disease, healthy, salubrious,” but in context the words 
have a far deeper meaning than a request to keep well or to keep 
good health. True, svasti means “well-being, fortune, success, luck, 
prosperity,” but Svasti is also sometimes personified as a goddess 
(Svasti-devi), and “Good luck!” is too tame in this context. It is 
inconceivable that an Indian mother would use those English 
words in that situation, unless she meant them a little ironically or 
even facetiously—which Kunti is not doing at all. 

What is crucial is the epiphany of the passage, its emotional 
heart. This is the real problem before the translator or transcreator, 
and conveying it accurately is what translation or transcreation is 
all about. We all have different notions of accuracy. To say this 
is merely to admit that translation is an act of humility, and no 
translator can say he succeeds better than another because, by the 
time objective evaluation is possible, he should preferably be, and 
usually is, dead, along with his colleagues and contemporaries. I am 
only trying to indicate what I have tried to do, knowing that appro¬ 
ximation, betrayal and even dismal failure haunt the whole busi¬ 
ness of translation. All one can show, after all, is one s nos? 
yellow with pollen. 
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Let us utter the sacred syllable Om ; 
let us bow to Narayana and to Nara, 
the first and noblest mortal; 
let us bow to Sarasvati, goddess of learning; 
let us pray for success. May success attend us! 

We bow to Brahma, 

incorruptible, known and unknown, eternal; 

We bow to Brahma, 

who is what is and what is not; 

Brahma, maker of high and low, 
the unfathomable one; 

Brahma who is Vishnu, 

who loves, and is love, and takes our love; 

Brahma who is Shiva, 
lord of creation, 
god of fixity and guide in flux. 

What follows is the tale of Vyasa, 
great Vyasa, deserver of respect; 
a tale told and retold, 

that people will never cease telling; 
a source of wisdom 

in the sky, the earth, and the lower world; 
a tale the twice-born know; 

a tale for the learned, 
skilful in style, varied in metres, 

devoted to dialogue human and divine. 

In the beginning the world was without light and surrounded by 
darkness. Then came the first stirring, a vast egg, the inexhausti¬ 
ble seed of life. 

From the egg came Prajapati, lord of creatures; and others, 
Manu, Daksha and his seven sons; the twin Asvins, the Adityas, 
and the Pitris. 

Then came the waters, the earth, the air, the sky, the points of 
the heavens; the years, the seasons, the months, the fortnights, 
day and night. 

In this manner was born all that men know. 


63 










64 THE MAHABHARATA 

But all this, lifeless or animate, whatever is seen in the univers 
will pass away when the yuga is over. And another yuga will bri: : 
new life, like new fruit after a dead season. So the world revolve 
without beginning and without end, a wheel of creation and de 
truction. 

After Vyasa had conceived his poem, he began to think of \va} 
of teaching it to his followers. Brahma, aware of his concer 
appeared before him. Vyasa was surprised, but stood with fold? 
palms; he sat down when commanded by Brahma. 

“My poem is finished in my mind, O Brahma,” said Vyasa.* 
tells of past, present, and future; of decay and death, fear ai 
disease, what is and what is not. It describes the four castes, at 
prescribes rules for the ascetic. It gives the dimensions of the stt 
and planets, sums up the Vedas, and explains the philosophic 
Mountains, rivers, oceans, holy places and heavenly cities, differe 
races and languages, the art of war and the anatomy of the divine 
all are in it. But I cannot think of anyone to take it down exact 
as I dictate it.” 

“You say your work is a poem,” replied Brahma, “and a potf 
it will be, so great that no other poem shall rival it. And Ganesl 
will take it down.” Saying which, he disappeared. 

Vyasa mentally summoned Ganesha, the elephant-faced go- 
remover of obstacles and fulfiller of desires. 

“Listen to me carefully,” he said, “for you shall transcribed 
poem of Bharata I have formed in my imagination.” 

“Agreed,” replied Ganesha, “but on one condition. Youm* 
not pause in your dictation.” 

“Agreed,” said Vyasa, “but on another condition. You m 
grasp whatever I say before you take it down.” 

Ganesha intoned Om and began to write. But the witty Vya- 
packed his meaning tight, and the arrangement worked smooth 
for even the omniscient Ganesha had to pause often in order 
catch his meaning. During the pauses, Vyasa went on composing 

Like collyrium opening the eyes, this poem opens knowledge to- 
enquiring world. Like the buds of the water lily opening to thes^ 
moonlight, the mind opens to the Mahabharata. This poem is t 
darkness-dispelling lamp of history, which floods the house 
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nature with its light. It is a tree that bears unfading flowers and 
sweet fruit. 

It tells the story of the greatness of the house of Kuru, the good¬ 
ness of Gandhari, the wisdom of Vidura, the constancy of Kunti; 
it describes the divinity of Krishna, the honesty of the five Panda- 
vas, and the misdeeds of the sons of Dhritarashtra. 

Time creates and Time destroys. 

Time is the fire and Time the extinguisher, 

Time the god of good and bad. 

Time cuts us down, and Time creates anew. 

Time does not sleep when all things sleep, 

Only Time stands straight when all things fall. 

Is, was, and shall be are Time’s children. 

O Reason, be witness! be stable! 

The study of the Mahabharata is an act of faith. A page read in 
faith washes away the reader’s demerits. Like butter among curd, 
like a Brahmin among men, like nectar among drugs, like the 
sea among collections of water, and the cow among animals, is the 
poem of Vyasa among histories. Whoever knows this can be saved. 
For penance, study, pursuit of truth and wealth are all virtuous, 
it is abuse of them that makes them harmful. 

Work! Let good men throw off sloth. Fix your heart on virtue. 
Virtue is man’s only friend. Who is clever enough to keep wealth 
and women forever with him? Can they be carried to the afterlife? 
Only the poem of Vyasa brings virtue, for it is virtue and holiness 
itself, a record of Dharma, Artha, and Moksha, spoken by Vyasa 
of immeasurable wisdom, the story of whose birth I shall now 
narrate. 

Desire rose in the holy sage Parashara, when in the course of his 
travels he saw the fish-odorous Satyavati plying a boat on the 
Yamuna. Stirred by her tapering thighs and bold beauty, he said, 
“Lovely lady, I beg of you: take my love.” 

“There are holy men watching us from both banks, replied 

Satyavati, “so how shall I please you?” 

The sage immediately created a fog which settled on an island. 
Impressed, but fearful because helpless, she blushed. 
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“I am still a virgin,” she said “subject to my father’s orders. L 
you make love to me, what will happen to me? How can I retun 
home? How will I pass my days? What will my father say? O hel: 
me. I am so confused.” 

Parashara smiled. “You shall remain a virgin though you grar, 
my desire. There is no cause for fear.” 

A child was born to her the same day that Parashara embraced 
her on the island in the Yamuna, a son who on the instant of hi; 
birth decided to be an ascetic. He left Satyavati with the words 

When you need me, recall me in your mind, and I will appea: 
before you.” 

He was Dvaipayana, or the “Island-Born,” who, knowing tha' 
virtue slackened in every yuga, arranged the scriptures for the bene¬ 
fit of mankind and came to be known as Vyasa, or the “Com¬ 
piler.” 


ing Pratipa of the Kurus spent many years doing penance on 
t e banks of the Ganga. One day Ganga, assuming the form of s 
radiant girl, rose from the waters and stood before him. She saw 
him deep mmeditation, and sat down on his right thigh, which was 

handsome and strong like the sal tree. He stirred, and looked at 
her. 


“What do you want?” 

I want you for my husband,” she replied. “A woman who 
comes of her own will cannot be refused. The wise would never 
approve if she were.” 


I am bound by a sacred vow. No lust stirs in me for others’ 
wives or women not of my caste.” 

Am I ugly?” she said. “Am I impure? Enjoy me. I can give 
you pleasure. There is divine blood in my veins I want you for my 
husband. O do not refuse me.” 

I have taken a vow,” Pratipa repeated. “It will destroy me if 
I break it. You are lovely, I know, and you sat on my right thigh. 
The right is for daughters and daughters-in-law, the left for a wife. 
You did not sit on my left, and I will not break my vow. Be my 
daughter-in-law, if you wish. I accept you as wife for my son when 
he is born.” 

‘Very well,” she agreed. “Because I honour you and the race of 
the Bharatas, I will be your son’s wife. The glories of your race 
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are countless. But before I become your daughter-in-law, let your 
son know well that he must not question anything I do. I shall be 
good to him, I shall make him happy, and bear him many sons; 
but he must know that I am free to do what I like.” 

She vanished. 

In their old age, and after many strict austerities, in Hastinapura 
a son was born to Pratipa and his wife. They called him Shantanu, 
a good son, given to dharma, convinced that good deeds alone take 
a man to heaven. 

Shantanu grew up, intelligent, and refulgent like Indra. Much of 
his time he spent in hunting (a sport he loved), killing deer and 
buffalo. Tone day, while passing along the banks of the Ganga, he 
saw a girl of incredible beauty, with teeth like pearls, and shining 
ornaments on a body dressed in lotus-soft cloth. He drank her 
beauty in, trembling. She looked at him, and did not want to look 
away. 

Softly he spoke to her. “Are you a goddess, an apsara, a 
yaksha or a naga? Are you human? Whatever you are, be my 
wife.” 

She smiled, for his words were sweet. “I will be your wife and 
live with you. But on one condition. Never say an unkind word to 
me. Never interfere with anything I do. As long as you are kind, I 
will be your wife. The day you speak a single harsh word, I shall 
leave you.” 

Shantanu agreed, and they lived happily together. She pleased 
him with her beauty, her subtle ways of making love, her singing 
and dancing. Months, seasons, and years came and went, and the 
king was not even aware of their passing. 

Eight children were born to them, each god-like in beauty. One 
by one, as they arrived, she threw them in the Ganga, saying, I 
do this for your good.” Though horrified, Shantanu did not say a 
word. But when the eighth child was born and was about to be 

cast joyfully in the river, he spoke up: 

“I will not allow it! Who are you? Why do you kill your own 
children? Don’t you see what a horrible deed it is? 

His wife replied, “Since you order me to do so, this child I will 
spare. But you have broken your word—now I can not remain with 
you. I am Ganga, daughter of Jahnu. These eight sons are the eight 
Vasus, and no one on earth but I could have been their mother. A 
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curse on them ordained that they would have to assume human 
forms. But you will be blessed, my husband, for being their 
father. Now I leave you, giving you this last child. Call him 
Gangadatta, the gift of the Ganga.” 

She disappeared, taking the child with her, and Shantanu 
returned to his capital in great sorrow. He continued to be a good 
ruler; speech and truth went hand in hand in his reign, the citizen; 
were inspired by dharma and charity. After thirty-six years of 
dignified rule, Shantanu retired to the forest. 

One day, chasing a deer wounded by one of his arrows h> 
noticed the waters of the Ganga running shallow in a certain sn 
Puzzled, he sat down, asking himself why the holy river si m 
behave in this way, when he suddenly saw a handsome ^ k 
pushing the river waters down with divine weapons. It ^° Ut .“ 
son but Shantanu, having seen him only for a few minute^*** 
his birth, could not recognize him. But the boy reco«mVeH t? 

father and, quickly obscuring Shantanu’s vision with his divhf 
powers, disappeared. mvine 

Shantanu addressed Ganga, saying, “Show me my son ” Ani 
hanT br ° U8ht ^ ^ dreSSCd leadiDg him b y her rtgh: 


Here he is,” she said, “your eighth son. I have looked aft* 
him with great care. He knows the Vedas and the use of a .l 
weapons. He is a mighty bowman, like Indra himself in battle. An i 
he knows all the duties of kingship as well.” Shantanu took h* 
to the capital and made him his heir-apparent. lm 

Four years passed; and, wandering in the woods one dav bv th* 

thTt came Ya ” Una ’ Shantanu was ^uck by a delicate fragrance 
that c a me upon him unawares. Looking around, he saw a black- 
eyed girl, a fisherman’s daughter. 

t Who are you? What are you doing here?” he asked 

“I am the chief fisherman’s daughter,” she replied. “I fern 
passengers across the river, to collect religious merit for my 

Her scented and smiling beauty stirred love in Shantanu. Goins 
to her father, he asked for her hand in marriage. 

Marry she will, sire, because she is so lovely,” said her father. 
“But one favour I have always wanted for her. Promise me, sire] 
that you will not refuse me, and I will gladly give her to you. I 
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know I can find no better husband than you.” 

“1 cannot promise until I know what I am promising,” replied 
Shantanu. “What is the favour you seek? I make no promises in 
advance.” 

“Only this, sire,” said the fisherman, “that her son, and no one 
else, shall be your heir.” 

Shantanu returned to Hastinapura with a heavy heart, spending 
his days in pensive and amorous aloneness. One day Gangadatta 
found him in that state and said, “All chiefs pay you tribute, 
father; prosperity attends you; why do you grieve?” 

“A black sadness afflicts me, my son. I will tell you why. You 
are my only son; to me you are more than a hundred sons. But 
life is such an uncertain affair. . . . Don’t misunderstand me: it 
is not that I wish to marry again. I know that you will live long 
and add lustre to our dynasty. But the saying is that he who has 
one son has no son. I also know that I shall attain heaven because 
I have been so fortunate in having you as my son. But you are a 
great warrior, you lose your head quickly, and you are always 
ready for battle. If I should lose you. . .if you should die, what 
will happen to our line?” 

The intelligent Gangadatta guessed his father s meaning and soon 
discovered from the king’s old minister the condition laid down 
by the chief of the fishermen. Attended by courtiers and chiefs, he 
went to the fisherman, and said: 

“Listen to my vow, O fisherman. Never has there been, nor will 
there be again, such a vow! I vow that the son of your daughter 
shall be our king.” 

But the fisherman pressed his case, saying: “I know you are 
virtuous, and I know you will keep your vow. How can I doubt 
your word? But how can I be sure that your children too will keep 
your word? Forgive me this doubt, my lord: I speak as a father 
with a daughter whose welfare is closest to his heart.” 

“Then listen to me again, O Chief of fishermen! Earlier I sur¬ 
rendered my right to the throne. Now, before all these chiefs and 
courtiers, I give you my word never to marry. Heaven shall yet be 
mine, though I am sonless.” 

The fisherman horripilated in joy. 

“I give my daughter to the king,” he exclaimed. 

And instantly the apsaras and gods and sages sent a rain of 
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flowers from the sky on Gangadatta’s head. 

“He shall be known as Bhishma, the Terrible-Vowed,” the 
proclaimed. 

Bhishma approached the fisherman’s daughter. “Mother,”: 
said, “ascend my chariot. Let us go to the palace.” 

When Shantanu heard of Bhishma’s vow, he was great 
pleased. “I give you a boon, my son,” he told Bhishma. “So lor 
as you wish to live, death will not be able to harm you. You v. 
die only when you will to die.” 

Two sons were born to Satyavati and Shantanu—Chitrangada. 
brave and clever boy, and Vichitravirya, a powerful bowms: 
When time took Shantanu away, Bhishma installed Chitrangac 
on the throne. The envious king of the Gandharvas, also name 
Chitrangada, challenged the son of Shantanu to battle. For tint 
years they fought on the banks of the Sarasvati, but eventually tt 
Gandharva tricked and killed Chitrangada. Bhishma performed a 
the funeral rites, and, with the advice of Satyavati, acted as rege:^ 
for the prince Vichitravirya. 

When the boy came of age, news reached Bhishma that tt 
three beautiful daughters of the king of Varanasi were going t 
select husbands at a svayamvara ceremony. He hurried to Varanas 
and found the city packed with nobility and royalty. When tt 
names of the various kings were being called out at the time c 
the selection, Bhishma gathered the three girls into his chariot 
and called in a cloud-roaring voice: 

“The wise have declared that a girl can be given finely dressed 
and with much dowry to a noble guest who is invited for that put- 
pose. Others give a girl in exchange for cows. Some give money 
some girls are abducted. Some consult the girl, some drug her into 
consent, and some secure the parents’ approval. Some get girls n> 
presents, to help at rituals and sacrifices. The learned approve ct 
the last; a king prefers to be chosen by the girl herself; but tl-' 
wise applaud a girl taken by force from an assembly of kings, 
take these three girls by force! Stop me, if you dare! I throw you 
an open challenge.” 

He raced his chariot around the assembly. The kings rose- 
slapping their arm-pits like wrestlers, and biting their lower lips. 
Ornaments were cast off, and armour put on, both flashing like 
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bright meteors in the sky. Brows furrowed and eyes flaming in 
anger, they lined up, shooting ten thousand arrows at Bhishma. 
But Bhishma raised a shower of his own arrows, as thick as the 
hair on his body. And as their arrow-cloud was about to fall on his 
mountain-breast, Bhishma pierced it, pinning down each king with 
two shafts; after which, he raced towards Hastinapura. 

Hot in pursuit came the mighty chariot-warrior Shalva. Corner¬ 
ing Bhishma like a leader elephant ripping open the haunches of a 
rival with his tusks in the rutting season, he shouted, “Stop! 

The king stood as silent witnesses. The adversaries strutted like 

two snorting bulls lusting for a cow. 

. “Drive me to him,” shouted Bhishma to his driver, that I may 
kill him as Garuda kills a snake.” With these words he shot down 
the four horses of Shalva’s chariot and slew the charioteer, but let 
the humiliated Shalva escape unharmed. The others who had come 
to the svayamvara slowly dispersed. 

Arriving triumphant in Hastinapura, Bhishma offered the three 
girls to Vichitravirya, treating them with the tenderness that he 
would reserve for his own womenfolk. Preparations were made 
for the wedding. But when every detail had been settled by 
Bhishma and Satyavati, the eldest girl, Amba, came to Bhishma 
and said: 

“In my heart I chose the king of Saubha, and he, in his heart, 
chose me. My father approved, and in the assembly I would have 
garlanded him.” 

Bhishma respected her choice, and let her go. He married the 
two other sisters, Ambika and Ambalika, to Vichitravirya. Marriage 
brought out only the lustful in Vichitravirya, for Ambika and 
Ambalika were both tall, with skins the colour of burnt gold, with 
round, heavy breasts, and full hips. Seven years he passed in 
erotic delights and then, in the prime of his youth, consumption 
afflicted him. Friends and relatives clustered round, giving advice. 
But he died, like a swift-setting sun, plunging Bhishma in great 
anxiety and grief. 

The sorrowing Satyavati, thinking of the future, turned to 
Bhishma. “Now everything is in your hands. My son youi 
brother—died childless. His wives are still young and beautiful, 
and capable of bearing children. Be a husband to one, Bhishma, 
for the sake of our house.” 
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You do not know what you say, mother. I have taken a vo» 
not to marry, and I intend to keep it. I will give up heaven, th: 
three worlds, everything, rather than break my vow. The sun wpj 
lose its glory, fire its heat, and Dharma his fairness before I stra'. 
from the path of truth.” 

“I know you love truth dearly,” Satyavati pressed him. “Bi 
this case is different. You owe it to your ancestors. The famil. 
line must not be broken.” 

To transgress truth is to invite ruin,” replied Bhishma. “Be 

.^ re 1S a wa y- • • • You have heard of the sage Utathya and hi- 
wife Mamata. When Utathya’s younger brother Vrihaspati luste: 

TTt Sile refased 1:1111 f° r she was already pregnant wit 

tathya s seed. ‘The child in my womb is learned and knows tfc; 

edas, she said. ‘Your seed will go in vain. Leave me alone.’ Be 
s n e lusted, and when he was about to enter her, the child i 
her womb addressed him: ‘Cease, Uncle! There is not space hi 
tor two. Your seed will go in vain.’ But Brihaspati would not 
' ; c e \ and c,as P ed tight the lovely-eyed Mamata. Just as his see:, 
about to spurt, the learned child put out its feet and blocke: 
e entrance, with the result that the seed spilled on the ground, 
rri y angered, Vrihaspati cursed the child with perpetual blind- 

Br S . Ut ’ aS . y ° u know ’ the b °y 2 rew up very wise, married the 
brahmin girl Pradveshi, and had many children. They were unruh 

boys, however, and they reviled their father, as did, in course of 
e, radveshi. ‘What sort of a husband are you?’ she would say 
ou are blind, and I’ve had to shoulder the burden of looking 
6 children. And I have had enough. I no longer consider 
you my lord.’ The sage, roused, cursed her, saying, ‘From this da) 
e a woman learn to be happy with one man only for all her life, 
et Dharma forbid love with any man but her husband. If she 
love another, let shame afflict her; and if she have money, let 
misery hound her.’ ‘Throw him into the Gangal’ she shouted. For 
many days the blind sage drifted on the plank to which his son? 
had tied him, until a king named Vali saved him. ‘O holy one. 
said Vali, learning of the sage’s identity, ‘give me a few wise an:, 
noble sons from my wife Sudeshna.’ But the queen, disliking hi> 
blindness, sent instead her low-caste nurse, who bore the sag: 
eleven sons. Then Vali sent Sudeshna again, and merely by touch¬ 
ing her the sage gave her five sons. That was how Vali’s line was 
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continued. It was not the first time Brahmin seed came to the help 
of Kshatriya kings. You know my meaning, mother: I Leave the 
rest to you.” 

Satyavati smiled. “You are virtuous and truthful. You give me 
hope. When my son Vyasa left me, he promised to come whenever 
I needed him. Tell me, Bhishma, if I should mentally summon him 
now.” 

“Action for virtue’s sake is wise action, so it is said. It will help 
us, it is virtuous—so I recommend it.” 

Vyasa was busy far away expounding the Vedas when Satyavati 
thought of him. Instantly he stood before his mother, visible to 
her alone. He placed cool water on her eyes, red with joyful crying 
on seeing him, and said, “Here I am, mother. Tell me what you 
want me to do.” 

“They say a mother has as much right over a son as a father. I 
do not know how you will like what I say, my son, but I am going 
to say it none the less. Vichitravirya died childless, and Bhishma 
has renounced sex. Give my two daughters-in-law children, so that 
our line may not perish.” 

“I will do as you say,” answered Vyasa, “because you are virtu¬ 
ous and wise. My brother will have children as excellent as Yama 
and Varuna. I will give the two wives a one-year vow to keep. 
When they have been purified by the vow’s observance, let them 
come to me.” 

“No,” said Satyavati, “that would be too late. They must have 
sons quickly. A kingdom without a king decays, the holy rites are 
neglected, the rain clouds dry up, and the gods vanish.” 

“If they want children now,” replied Vyasa, “teach them to suffer 
my ugliness for I shall appear to them in the hideous form of a 
flesh-mortifying ascetic. That is penance enough, I think. If Ambika 
wants a sou, she must embrace me as I am —me and my smelling 
flesh, my fearful face, my tattered clothes. Tell her to wait for me 
in her bed cleanly dressed and adorned with ornaments.” 

With much persuasion Satyavati convinced Ambika that 
Bhishma had a plan for her consonant with the dictates of Dharma. 
When Ambika’s season came, Satyavati bathed her and took her 
to the sleeping quarters, and laid her on a luxurious bed. 

“Your husband had an elder brother whose seed will enter your 
womb tonight,” she said. “Wait for him; do not go off to sleep.” 
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Vyasa entered when the lamp was burning. Shocked by hi 
frightful face, his matted coppery hair, his livid eyes and blao 
beard, she closed her eyes. Though Vyasa lay with her and unite; 
with her, she did not once open her eyes. 

When Vyasa came out of room, his mother enquired, “Will sb 
have a son?” 

“Yes,” he replied, “intelligent, brave, and active. And he sha. 
have a hundred sons of his own. But because his mother did no 
look at me in the act of love, he will be born blind.” 

“How will a blind king rule?” asked Satyavati. “How will he 
bring glory to his race? Give us another king, my son.” 

Vyasa agreed. In the meantime Ambika gave birth to a blir. 
son, Dhritarashtra. 

When Vyasa approached the second wife of his brother, Amb: 
lika paled with fear seeing him. “Since you pale because of me,' 
he said, “your son will be born yellow-skinned, and will be know: 
as Pandu, or the Pale One.” 

But Satyavati insisted that a third son be given, because she ws> 
not happy with a pale grandson either. And she asked Ambiks 
when her season came, to embrace Vyasa again. Ambika, remem¬ 
bering the horrible face and repugnant smell, sent a lovely mai: 
instead, dressed in her own ornaments. The low-caste maid ro$: 
respectfully when Vyasa entered, and sat down by his side as 
instructed. 

He said, “Sweet lady, you shall no more be a slave. And you: 
son will be one of the wisest and noblest on earth.” In this wa> 
was born Vidura, brother of Dhritarashtra and Pandu; he was 
serene, he was learned in the art of government, he resemble: 
the god Dharma himself. 

Informing Satyavati of Ambika’s deception and its results. 
Vyasa disappeared. 

And the kingdom prospered after the birth of the children. 

Harvests were good, the wheat sweet-scented. 

Rains came in season, stirring fruit and flower. 

Happy the cattle, bird and beasts. 

Cities crowded with merchants, artisans and traders, 

Citizens learned, and honest, and active. 

Robbers unknown, and crime unknown— 
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A golden age, the fruit of the wheel of Dharma. 


Bhishma brought up Dhritarashtra, Pandu and Vidura as if they 
had been his own children. Pandu excelled in archery, Dhritarash¬ 
tra in strength, and none in the three worlds equalled Vidura in 
virtuous wisdom. And because Dhritarashtra’s blindness and 
Vidura s low-caste birth disqualified them, Pandu became king. 

I have brought you up,” said Bhishma to the three young men, 
m the hope that our line may prosper. I am now given news 
that three girls, pure-blooded and beautiful, have been found 
suitable for marriage into our family. One is the daughter of the 
Yadava king, another the daughter of Subala, and the third the 
princess of Madra. How do you feel about this?” 

Vidura spoke up first. “You have been father as well as a mother 
to us. You are our guru; your word is law. Whatever you decide, 
we are honoured to obey.” 

When Bhishma learnt that Gandhari, the daughter of Subala, 
had obtained the favour of Shiva to have a hundred sons, he 
quickly sent emissaries to her father proposing her marriage with 
Dhritarashtra. 

When Gandhari heard that Dhritarashtra was blind, she took a 
long multi-folded piece of cloth and, out of respect and love for her 
husband, bandaged her eyes with it. That bandage was never 
removed as long as she lived. Her brother Shakuni gave her away 
in marriage, and the lavish ceremonies were conducted under 
Bhishma’s supervision. 

The beauty of Kunti, adopted daughter of the Yadava king, 
rivalled the Earth’s. When the irritable sage Durvasas granted 
her a boon for pleasing him with the sincerity of her youthful 
devotions, she used the mantra to summon the sun god, Surya. 

“I am at your service, O black-eyed girl,” said the flaming 
god. “Tell me your desire.” 

Trembling, she said, “I waut no favour, my lord. I was only 
testing the mantra to see if it worked. Please forgive me.” 

“But I want a favour from you, Kunti. Give me leave to 
make love to you. Don’t be afraid. Remember, to summon me 
for no purpose is not right.” 


He soothed her 
afraid. At first her 


with many words, for she was timid and 
modesty and fear of her family made her 
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refuse him, but he persisted, saying, “I am the sun god, d; 
not be afraid,” until she yielded to his embraces. 

From this union was born a son clad in natural armour an; 
wearing two large earrings. The sun god Surya then left, restoring 
virginity to Kunti. Afraid and ashamed, she cast the chit;' 
into a river. He was saved by a shepherdess Radha and her 
husband, the charioteer Adhiratha, and they named him Vasusen; 
or Born-with-wealth, because of his natural armour and earrings 

The boy passed his days pleasing the Brahmins, sitting free 
morning to evening with his back exposed to absorb the 
energy of the sun. When Indra, the chief of the gods, eager 
to help his own son Arjuna, came disguised as a Brahimin an. 
asked for armour, the boy without a word hacked his off an. 
gave it to Indra. Pleased, Indra handed him a divine arrow, say 
mg, “Take this arrow; it has power to kill one—but only one—c 
the gods, demons, humans, gandharvas or nagas, if you desire tha; 
being’s death.” This was the reason why Vasusena came to known 
as Kama, which means the Hacker-off. 

Seeing that the large eyed Kunti, though beautiful and accom¬ 
plished in every feminine art, received no offers of marriage, her 
father Kunti-bhoja held a svayamvara to which were invited kinc? 
and princes from many countries. Kunti saw, in the assembly, the 
manly figure of Pandu, as broad-chested, as bull-eyed, as lion- 
brave, as Indra. She came toward him modestly, trembling with 
feeling, and placed the garland round his neck. Pandu returned to 
his palace with his large retinue, blessed by the voices of pandits 
pronouncing benedictions; and he and his queen Kunti reigneo 
happily. 

But Bhishma had set his mind on a second marriage for him, for 
which reason he set out with a vast army to the capital of Salya. 
the king of Madra, where he was received with great hospitality 
A white carpet was spread for him to sit on, and water brought to 
wash his feet. 

“I come here on behalf of King Pandu to ask for the hand c 
your sister Madri,” said Bhishma. “The fame of her beauty an- 
virtue has reached us. It is, in my opinion, a good alliance, and l 
seek your consent.” 

“Your proposal appeals to me,” replied Salya, “but you knew 
the custom in our family. It is an old tradition and, for good o' 
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bad, I must follow it. I cannot give you any assurance about 
something that concerns the feelings of my sister.” 

I am aware of the custom,” replied Bhishma, “and I know 
that an observance honoured by tradition has the approval of wise 
and virtuous men. ’ With these words, he placed before Salya vast 
treasures of pure gold and minted gold, thousands of precious 
stones of all colours, elephants and horses and chariots, robes 
and ornaments, pearls and corals and other gems. Happy with 
the dowry, Salya gave his sister to Bhishma, who returned rejoicing 
to Hastinapura. 

After a month of sensual pleasures with his two wives, Pandu 
set out from his capital on a campaign for the conquest of the 


world, taking with him an enormous $3rce of elephants, horses and 
chariots, blessed by the good wishes of Bhishma and the citizens. 
First to suffer defeat were the robber bands of Dasharna. Then 
Pandu killed the king of Magadha, the proud Dirgha, and looted 
his treasury. The kingdom of Mithila was crossed next and the 
Videhas subdued. Finally fell the cities of Varanasi, Sambha and 
Pundra. Nothing withstood the raging fire of his army, and all 
the kings of the earth, reduced to vassals, paid him tribute of gold 
and silver, cows, elephants, asses, camels and buffaloes, goats and 
sheep, expensive blankets and hides, and soft deerskin carpets. 
And the victorious Pandu, falling at Bhishma’s feet, paid his 
respects. 

Subsequently Bhishma, learning that king Devaka had a young 
and lovely daughter born of a low-cast wife, arranged her mar¬ 
riage with Vidura, and many excellent children were born of this 
union. 


Dhritarashtra had a hundred sons by Gandhari, and another son 
by a Vaishya wife. Pandu’s two wives, Kunti and Madri, gave him 
five sons, all born through divine intervention. 

Because Gandhari had once sheltered Vyasa when he came to 
her collapsing from hunger and weariness, she was given by Shiva 
the boon of bearing a hundred sons. For two years she carried the 
seed in her womb, bewildered by the delay in her delivery. When 
news reached her that Kunti (as recounted a little later) had 
given birth, while in exile with her husband Pandu, to a refulgent 
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son, her grief burst out and, without telling her husband, sh: 
struck at her womb with terrifying strength. Out of her womb fd 
a hard fleshy mass of two years’ growth, resembling an iron bi 
She was going to pick it up and throw it away when Vyasa appea¬ 
red and said: 

“What have you done?” 

“When I heard of Kunti’s baby, glorious like the sun himself," 
she confessed, “I could not control myself and I struck my wornb 
You told me I would have a hundred sons. Is this ball of flesh i 
hundred sons?” 

“Even when I joke,” said Vyasa, “I mean what I say. Havel 
ever failed anyone? Quickly prepare a hundred pots of ghee, an: 
hide them. And drench this ball of flesh with cool water.” 

When sprinkled with water, the ball of flesh splintered intoi 
hundred and one equal thumb-size fragments. These were place: 
in the hidden pots of ghee, and a close watch kept. Instructing 
Gandhari to open their lids after two years, Vyasa left for tb: 
Himalayas to continue his yoga. 

Out of one pot was born Duryodhana. Duryodhana was bor: 
first, and Yudhishthira was conceived first. And Duryodhani 
brayed like an ass at the time of his birth; and asses all over tb: 
kingdom brayed, and jackals howled, and vultures shrieked, an: 
crows cawed. And there was a blowing of tumultuous winds, an: 
a breaking out of fires. 

Noticing these fearful omens, the wise Vidura advised Dhritar* 
ashtra, “Your eldest son will bring destruction on us, sire. Ca<: 
him off! For the sake of the world’s good, and for our sake, ca$: 
him off! It is said that for the sake of the family one person ma) 
be sacrificed, for the sake of a village one family may be sacrifi 
ced, for the sake of the country a village may be sacrificed, and* 
country sacrificed for the sake of the soul.” 

But Dhritarashtra loved his son and would not follow Vidura 
advice. 

Within a month all the hundred sons were born, and a daughtc 
called Dushala. The same year the Vaishya maid who used t: 
attend on Dhritarashtra when Gandhari was in an advanced stat- 
of pregnancy gave birth to a son named Yuyutsu. At the propc ; 
time and with proper ceremony Dushala was married to Jayad 
ratha, king of the Sindhus. 
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One day Pandu was roaming in the Himalayan woods when, 
seeing a large deer coupling with his mate, he wounded the male 
with five of his sharpest and swiftest golden arrows. As the beast 
fell, pierced fatally, weird cries issued from its mouth. 

“Even lustful men leave coupling beasts alone,” he moaned. 
“Even in battle unprepared enemies are spared by soldiers. The 
act of love is sweet and fruitful. What possessed you to kill me 
when I was mating? It is cruel, it is wrong, it is most heinous and 
condemnable! What harm did I do you, O king? Here I was, living 
in peace. . . then suddenly shot by you. Yet, before I die, I curse 
you! 

“My name is Kimindama. I am a Brahmin’s son and, disguised 
as a deer, I enjoyed pleasures in the forest I could not get in the 
city. Since you did not know me to be a Brahmin, the defilement 
of killing a twice-born will not be yours. But let my fate be yours! 
When you mate with your wife, as I mated with the deer, then 
shall your spirit leave your body. Then shall your wife also follow 
you to the world of the dead. You brought me sorrow when I 
was happy; so sorrow will grip you in your moment of happiness.” 

Great grief overtook Pandu after the death of the deer-Brahmin, 
and he thought to himself, “Addiction to lust killed my mother’s 
husband, though the virtuous Shantanu gave him birth. And 
though truth-speaking Vyasa is my father, lust consumes me too. 
My malice leads me to hunt deer in the woods. Oh, I must 
become good again and seek moksha. Having children and other 
worldly desires stands in the way of moksha—I must give them 
up! Let me practise continence. Let me curb my passions by severe 
yoga. 

“Head shaven, a wanderer of the earth, 

Begging from the trees for my food, 

Dust on my body, and 

Trees and ruined houses my only shelter; 

Neither sorrow nor joy touching me, 

Never shall I be a hypocrite again, 

Never lose my temper, never mock another, 

Passing the rest of my life 

Cheerful and fearless, steadfast in kindness, 

Embraced in the freedom of love. 
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Even worms I shall treat as my children.” 

When Kunti and Madri were informed of their husband 
decision to renounce the world, they said, ‘‘If you leave us, li 
will leave us. Let us follow you, and like you engage in the practi. 
of austerity.” 

“If you think that is right,” Pandu replied, “let us leave no- 
No more the luxuries of city life; only exposure to heat and col 
performance of the homa, and meals of raw fruit and ripe fru 
And always, till the time of death, the search for stricter penanc. 
to practise.” 

He then called Brahmins and made over to them the giant jeft 
in his crown, his necklace, bracelets, earrings, robes, and all t 
ornaments of his wives. To his attendants he said, “Go to Hastir.: 
pura and tell the citizens that King Pandu and his wives ha 
renounced wealth, desire, joy, and physical passion.” Wail;:, 
loudly We are lost\ they went to the capital, taking with them 
remainder of the royal wealth to be distributed in charity. Wfc- ' 
Dhritarashtra heard the news, he wept for his brother, and fou 
little delight in cozy beds and comfortable chairs and good food 

One day in the forest, Pandu, recalling his sterility, which was t: 
consequence of the curse, said to Kunti, “Try to have sons, Kur.'. 
Neither sacrifices, nor gifts nor well-kept vows bring merit to 
sonless man such as I. The scriptures say there are six kinds >' 
sons who become heirs: the son from a lawful wife, the son be: 
to one’s wife from a good man acting out of kindness, the so 
born to one’s wife from a man paid for the purpose, the son bof 
after a husband’s death, the son born to a virgin, and the son < 
an unchaste wife. There are six related by blood but not he ' 
the son given, the son bought and adopted, the self-given son, t 
son who comes with a pregnant bride, the son of a brother, a 
the son of a low-caste wife. In times of distress, younger broth# 
have been known to come to the rescue of sonless elder brotlu- 
And even Manu says that husbands without offspring shw 
obtain the services of others for their wives, because sons bring t' 
highest merit I command you, Kunti, to give me sons from sott 
one either equal or superior to me. You know such an act was do; 
by the daughter of Saradandayana at the order of her husbar 
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Do likewise for me.” 

“I am your lawful wife, my lord,” replied Kunti. “But, O my 
lotus-eyed husband, do not expect this of me. I am faithful to you. 

I know you can give me children. Embrace me, my lord, and give 
me your love. For even in thought shall no other man embrace 
me. Such is my vow. Who is there nobler than you?” 

“What you say is virtuous, my wife,” remarked Pandu, * but 
you must surely know that even the moral sages speak of a time 
in the past when women were free, neither confined to their homes 
nor dependent on their husbands. Nor was fidelity valued in those 
days; yet the charge of immorality is never brought against them. 
Even today the northern Kurus follow such practices. ODe hus¬ 
band married to one wife is a recent custom. Let me tell you how 
it came about and why. 

“You have heard of the sage Uddalaka. His son Shvetaketu 
established the institution of marriage One day, in his father s 
presence, a Brahmin caught hold of his mother’s hand, saying, 
‘Come with me.’ Shvetaketu was furious and, though Uddalaka 
pacified him, he decided to introduce the custom of marriage as 
we know it now, defying the tradition in doing so. And you know 
how Madayanti, having her husband’s good in mind, conceived 
her son Ashmaka by consorting with the sage Vashishtha. 

“You also know the story of our own family, how Vyasa father¬ 
ed us. Listen to me: what I say does not violate the Dharma. 
Don’t the moralists declare that a wife, when her season comes, 
must sleep with her husband, but is free to do as she pleases at 
other times? Don’t those who know the Vedas declare that a good 
wife is bound to obey whatever her husband tells her to do. is ^ n 
to me, my sweet wife—look, I join my hands and cup t em 1 e 
lotus leaves, and place them on my head, and I implore you. 
Choose a noble Brahmin to give you children. 

The attentive and dutiful Kunti said, “When I was a gir , my 
lord, my devotions pleased the sage Durvasas, and he granted me 
a mantra which he said would summon any god I desire if I ever 
wanted children. If you think it proper, my lord, tell me which 
god I should call.” 

“We are fortunate,” said Pandu. “Summon Dharma, the god 

of justice, the best of the celestials.” 

All this took place when Gandhari’s conception was just a year 
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advanced. When Dharma appeared before Kunti in his refulger. 
chariot, asking ‘ What do you want, Kunti?”, she replied, “Give 
me a son.” 

An excellent son was born, in the month of October, of the 
union of Kunti and the god of justice. At the time of his birth a * 
voice from the sky proclaimed: “Most truthful and virtuous amonc 
men shall be this boy, whose name is Yudhishthira, whose glop 
shall reverberate in the three worlds.” 


After Yudhishthira’s birth, Pandu turned again to Kunti. “What 
we need now is a Kshatriya boy. Ask this time for a son of in¬ 
vincible strength.” Kunti invoked Vayu, and the god of wind, 
riding a deer, stood before her. And so was born, on the same day 
as Duryodhana, the powerful and fierce Bhima, about whom the 
voice in the skies proclaimed: “None in the world shall be stronger 
than he.” One day as Kunti suddenly stood up, startled by a tiger, 

the sleeping baby fell from her lap on a stone, which shivered into 
dust at the impact. 

After Bhima’s birth, Pandu began assiduously pleasing Indra 
y such austerities as standing on one leg from morning till 
evening, and he instructed Kunti to observe a special vow for "one 
year. Finally Indra appeared and said, “The son I will give you 
will destroy the wicked and delight the virtuous.” 

The child born was Arjuna, proclaimed by the voice in the sky 
to be equal to Shiva in prowess; he was the loved one of Vishnu. 

e was the invincible wielder of celestial weapons. Kunti heard 
these words in the birth-room. The sages heard them on the 
undred-peaked mountain, and the gods as they sat in their 
cnariots. And they all rejoiced. 

When Pandu wanted Kunti to have another son, she refused. 
The wise have spoken against a fourth son. A woman who has 
intercourse with four men is defiled, and one who has intercourse 
with five is a prostitute. Why, my lord, do you forget the saying 
of the scriptures on this subject?” 


After the birth of Kunti’s sons and Dhritarashlra’s hundred sons. 
Madri approached her husband: 

“If you think ill of me, my lord, I do not mind. I do not mind 
if Kunti, born inferior, is held superior to me in your estimation. I 
do not mind if Gandhari has a hundred sons. But I do mind if 
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you have sons from Kunti alone, and leave me out. She is my 
rival, and I will not go to her asking for a favour. If, however, 
you speak to her, she may consent to help me.” 

Pandu went to Kunti. “Grant me more children. Kunti. Help 
Madri to become a mother.” 

Kunti asked Madri to think of a god, and Madri immediately 
called to mind the twin Ashvins. The two handsome sons born 
to her were named Nakula and Sahadeva. But when Pandu 
approached Kunti a second time on Madri’s behalf, she said: 

“She has two sons already. She tricked me. At this rate she will 
have more than I. This is the way of crafty women. How was 
I to know she would invoke twin gods? Do not ask me again, my 
lord. My mantra shall remain with me.” 

Like lotuses on a lake, the five children quickly grew up, and 
Pandu’s ebbing energies revived. Once, in spring, he roamed in 
the woods with Madri, admiring the new flowers on the trees. 

All around were champak, mango and ashoka, 

Surrounded by swarms of intoxicated bees, 

From under the branches the song of the kokila 

Kept tune with black bees’ humming. 

All trees bent with fruit and flower. 

All pools were lovely with fragrant lotus. 

Soft desire stirred in Pandu when he looked at lotus-eyed Madri 
in her transparent dress, desire that soon burst into flame. He 
pulled her towards him; she trembled, and resisted as much as she 
could. Propelled by fate and forgetful of the curse, seduced by the 
sweetness of his senses, he forced his will on her and died i n the 
act of love. 

She clasped his lifeless body and began wailing. Hearing the 
sounds of lamentation, Kunti and her sons hurried to her side, but 
she cried, “Keep the boys at a distance, Kunti! Come here alone. 
And Kunti wept loudly when she saw Pandu and Madri pros¬ 
trate on the ground. 

“O why did you tempt him, Madri? How I used to care for him! 
He was always sad when he was with me, always thinking of the 
curse. You are fortunate, I envy you. He was merry with you.” 

“O my sister, I fought him with all my might, but he would not 






THE MAHABHARATA 


S4 

listen.” 

“I am the elder wife,” Kunti said. “Do not stop me from do¬ 
ing what must now be done. Get up, Madri, and give me his body. 

I must follow him to the world of the dead. You will stay and 
bring up the children.” 

“No,” replied Madri. “Look, I still embrace him My desire has 
not been satisfied. Let me go with him. Let me fulfil his ungrati¬ 
fied love in the world of the dead. I know I will not be able to 
look after your children well. Let me instead leave mine in your 
care. My body must burn with his. It is my only wish.” 

She ascended the funeral pyre of her lord. Vidura, in consulta¬ 
tion with Bhishma, had selected the sacred spot for the last rites. 
The family priests fed the holy fire with fragrant ghee. Friends, 
relatives and followers wrapped Pandu’s body in white cloth over 
which waved yaktails below a white umbrella, and carried it to 
the pyre. When they came to a green wood on the banks of the 
Ganga, they laid the body on the ground, washed it with water 
brought in golden vessels, and smeared it with scented paste. He 
seemed to be sleeping on a decorated bed. 

Then they lit the pyre. 

When all was consumed, the Pandavas vowed to sleep on the 
bare ground in penance, and the Brahmins and citizens did like¬ 
wise. Twelve days of mourning were observed in the kingdom. 

Many years after the sraddha ceremony Vyasa said to his mother 
Satyavati, “The days of glory are over, the days of calamity have 
began. Everywhere I see crime, deceit and oppression in the king¬ 
dom. Vice flourishes, the world is decaying. You had better go to 
the forest, and spend your days in yoga. It is not good for old age 
to be witness to the collapse of a race.” 

Having asked and received the permission of Bhishma and 
accompanied by her two daughters-in-law, Satyavati retired to the 
forest where, after a period of fruitful meditation, she died. 

In the meantime the sons of Pandu were growing up in the palace, 
they excelled the sons of Dhritarashtra in every way. Bhima wa? 
champion at running, at archery, at eating, and in scattering dus' 
in the eyes of adversaries. He pulled their legs, and set one agains' 
another, laughing as he did so. He would drag them by the hair 
fling them on the ground, and duck their heads in water until the? 
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nearly suffocated. When they climbed a tree to pick fruit, he 
shook both fruit and boys down. It was all done in fun; there was 
never malice in his mischief. 

But Duryodhana grew to hate him; and planned a wicked 
revenge. “None of us is as strong as he,” he reflected. “111 have to 
trick him. When he is asleep in the garden. I’ll throw him into the 
waters of the Ganga. Then I’ll have Yudhishthira and Arjuna 

arrested, and I’ll become king.” 

With this malignity in mind, Duryodhana had a palace construc¬ 
ted at a lovely spot called Pharmanakoti on the banks of the 
Ganga, filling it with all kinds of delights and delicacies. He called 
it “The Palace of Water Sports.” Bright flags waved above it; 
delicious food was prepared by expert cooks. 

“I invite you to the Palace of Water Sports,” said Duryodhana 
to the Pandavas when the palace was completed. 

Dismissing their retinue, the Pandavas entered, like lions going 
into a mountain cave. The graceful windows, the plastered walls, 
v. painted ceilings and fountains pleased them. In the courtyards 
') were pools in which floated clusters of lotuses; the scent of flowers 

filled the air. ,, no 

While they gave themselves up to enjoyment, Duryodhana 
mixed a strong poison in the food meant for Bhima. Nectarvoice 
but razor-hearted, he personally served Bhima, and rejoice a ie 
success of his plot. 

When Bhima emerged from the swimming pool, he complai 
of tiredness (the poison had begun to work) and lay down to res . 
The cool breeze spread the poison to every part of his o y, 
he lost consciousness. Duryodhana tied him with ropes ma e 
creepers, and threw him into the river; there Bhima san an was 
carried away till he reached the undersea kingdom of the naga 
snakes. Thousands of venomous naga fangs bit viciously into is 
flesh, and the vegetable poison was neutralized by the sna J e 
poison. He was bitten all over except on his breast, whose toug l 

skin the nagas’ fangs could not pierce. 

As he revived, Bhima began to attack the snakes and some o 
them, going to their king, Vasuki, said, “A man is attacking us. 
Help us.” One of the snakes, Aryaka, the grandfather of Kunti s 
father, recognized Bhima, and reported the story to the snake 
king, who said, “How shall we placate him? We had better give 
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him money and jewels.” 

‘ Wealth, sire,” said Aryaka, “is not what he wants. Allow him 
to drink of our nectar cups so that his strength becomes invincible. 

In each cup is the strength of a thousand elephants. Let him drink 
all he can.” 

Purifying himself, Bhima emerged, sat facing the east, and drank, 
in one gulp, a whole cup of snake nectar, followed by seven more. 
Then the snakes prepared a bed for him, and he slept. 

On his return to the palace, he narrated the treachery of 
Duryodhana and his adventures in the snake kingdom to his 
brothers, Yudhishthira advised him to keep everything to himself. 
“Let no one know. And from now on let us be on our guard.” 

On another occasion it was Yuyutsu, always friendly to the 
Pandavas, who informed Bhima that Duryodhana had mixed a 
deadly poison in his food. When that plan failed, Duryodhana, 
Kama, and Sakuni attempted other plots, but always in vain. Yet 
the Pandavas kept silent, for that was the advice given to them by 
Vidura. 

In the meantime Dhritarashtra, worried by the increasing lazi* 
ness and delinquency of his sons, engaged Kripa, a sage deeply 
learned in the Vedas, as their guru. And Bhishma too kept an eye 
open for a teacher skilled in military science and dedicated to the 
profession- of arms. He found one in Drona, father of Ashvattha- 
man, the Horse-Voiced, whose quarrel with the arrogant king 
Drupada had made him seek refuge in HastinapuraT where he 
stayed in Kripa’s house. 

One day, Drona saw the Pandava princes playing with a ball 
which accidentally fell into a well. They tried hard to recover it. 
but failed, and looked around embarrassed. They gathered round 
Drona, who was a Brahmin. Drona smiled condescendingly at 
them. “Kshatriyas, all of you! And you cannot recover even a ball! 
I’ll make a bet with you. I will take these blades of grass, and if 
I can bring out not only the ball but this ring also”—he took off 
his ring and threw it in the well—“you owe me a dinner tonight.” 

“A dinner is nothing, O Brahmin,” answered Yudhishthira, “Ask 
for something that will last a lifetime.” 

“Look,” said Drona, “at these magical stalks of reedy grass. 
One of them will pierce the ball, another the first stalk, a third the 
second, until a chain of stalks pulls up the ball.” 
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They stood amazed as Drona skilfully carried out his boast, pul¬ 
ling the ball out of the well with a chain of stalks. “And the ring?” 
they asked. 

He pulled the ring up also, handing it casually to the wonder¬ 
ing princes. 

Bhishma, greatly impressed, decided then to make Drona their 
tutor. 

“My skill in weapons I learnt from a rishi,” explained Drona, 
“with whom I passed many years as a brahmachari. Drupada was 
also his pupil and a good friend of mine, a very good friend for 
many years. He would even promise me his kingdom in those days. 

I would often recall his words after he had finished his studies and 
gone away. 

“Well, I married after that, and was blessed with a son—Ashav- 
tthaman. One day Ashvatthaman, seeing rich men s children drink¬ 
ing milk, wanted some himself. I went from place to place looking 
for someone who could afford to give away a cow, but I failed to 
get one. When I returned, I found that some of his friends had 
given Ashvatthaman water mixed with rice pulp and he was danc 
ing in joy thinking he had tasted milk. I was touched, sire, and I 
was hurt that people should think I had no money to buy milk for 
my son. I resolved never to be anyone’s servant, and went with my 
wife and son to my dear old friend Drupada, now crowned king. 
But he only laughed at me—he mocked me, sire, making fun o 
my “impure birth,’ as he called it. He told me one made frien s 
only for a purpose, that poor and rich could not be friends, nor 
fools and pandits, nor cowards and heroes. ‘I recall making no 
promises to you,’ he said. If you like,’ he said, ‘you can shelter 
here for the night. I'll send you dinner.’ Instead, I left and came 
here. I will be your guru. The favour 1 will ask in return forteac ^ 
ing you is simple: promise me in advance you will accomplish it. 

The others remained silent, but Arjuna gave an unconditiona 
promise. Drona embraced him, and proceeded to teach him t e 
use of all divine and human weapons, making him the swiftest 
and cleverest of them all. 

While instructing the Pandavas and his own son, Ashvatthaman, 
Drona would, from time to time, send the boys oil to fetch water. 
The five Pandavas would each be given a pot with a narrow neck; 
Ashvatthaman a wide-mouthed one which he could fill quickly 
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and return to his father much ahead of the rest. While they were 
away, Drona would teach his son extra and superior skills. But 
Arjuna soon discovered this ruse, and found a way filling his pot 
quickly. He now made the return trip in the same time as Ashva- 
tthaman did, with the result that his training was in no way 
inferior. 

Drona called the cook one day and said, “See that Arjuna is 
never served his meals in the dark.” But once, as Arjuna was eat¬ 
ing, a strong wind snuffed out the lamp, and forced him to eat 
mechanically in the dark. This gave him the idea of practising 
archery in the dark, and he became so proficient in the art of 
shooting straight even in pitch darkness that Drona clasped him 
in his arms, saying, “I give you my word that there shall be none 
in the world to equal you as a bowman.” So pleased was Drona 
that he went on to teach Arjuna to fight on horseback as well as 
on foot, on an elephant or from a chariot, to fight with mace, 
spear, sword and dart. 

Once, with Drona’s permission, the princes set off on a hunting 
expedition, followed by a servant and a dog. The dog strayed to a 
part of the forest where Ekalavya, prince of the Nishadas, was 
roaming, and, at the sight of his dark skin, dust-smeared body, 
and black dress, began barking loudly. Ekalavya quickly shot 
seven arrows into its mouth; and the dog found its way back to 
the Pandavas, all seven arrows embedded in its mouth. 

Struck with wonder at this feat, they asked Ekalavya “Who are 
you? 

“I am Ekalavya, prince of the Nishadas,” he replied, “a pupil 
of Drona.” 

When Arjuna return to the city, he complained to Drona, “You 
promised me I would be the finest archer in the world. But what 
about Ekalavya?’’ 

Drona then led Arjuna back to the forest where Ekalavya was 
practising archery. Seeing them approaching, Ekalavya came 
forward, touched Drona’s feet, and prostrated himself on the 
ground. 

“You have not paid my fee,” said Drona. 

“Command me, sir. There is no dakshina in the world that I 
will not give to my revered teacher.” 

“Give me the thumb of your right hand,” said Drona. 
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Without a moment’s hesitation and quite cheerfully Ekalavya 
sliced off his thumb and handed it to Drona. But when he began 
shooting arrows again, he was no longer so dexterous. And 
Arjuna’s jealousy was calmed. 

When the period of instruction was finished, Drona put the boys 
to a test. Planting a wooden vulture on a treetop, he said, You 
have each one turn. Take aim well; stand with arrows fixed. When 
I give the signal, shoot at the bird’s head.” 

Then he turned to Yudhishthira: “You first.’ Yudhishthira 
lifted his bow and took aim. 

“Do you see the bird?” 

“Yes.” 

“Look again. Do you see the bird?” 

“I see the tree, the bird, I see you, and my brothers.’ 

Drona repeated the question, and received the same reply. 

“Stand aside,” Drona said, irritated. “Your turn is over. 

The same question was put in turn to each of the others, inclu 
ing all the sons of Dhritarashtra, and the same reply received in 
each case. Dismissed by Drona, they stood aside. 

When Arjuna’s turn came, Drona smiled. “Do not disappoint 
me. Look straight at the bird. When I give the signal, shoot. 

Arjuna stretched the bowstring and waited. 

“Do you see the bird, or the tree, or myself?” 

“I see the bird. I see no tree. I do not see you.” 

Drona was pleased, “Describe the bird.” 

“I see no bird,” answered Arjuna, “I see only the head of a > 
vulture.” 

“Shoot!” 

The vulture’s head snapped and fell to the ground. 

Drona embraced Arjuna; and in his heart he took this as a por¬ 
tent of the humbling of King Drupada. 

Then he went to Dhritarashtra. “The education of your sons is 
complete, Sire. Allow them to display the skills they have learned. 

“Name the time and place, noble Brahmin,” said Dhritarash¬ 
tra, “and the show of skill will be held. Vidura will make the 
necessary arrangements. I am blind and so envious of those who 
were fortunate to witness the skill of my sons.” 

A large treeless stretch of land was selected and an artistic plat- 
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form constructed; on it were placed racks with all kinds of 
weapons. Next to it was a covered stand for the ladies, while 
wealthy citizens constructed their own platforms and pitched their 
own spacious tents. 

On the day of the Test of Skill, King Dhritarashtra and his 
ministers, led by Bhishma and Kripa, came in procession to the 
stage of pure gold, inlaid with strings of pearls and lapis lazuli. 
The townfolk thronged in excitement at the spot. There was a blow¬ 
ing of many trumpets and beating of many drums, a noise of 
many voices; like an ocean in unrest. 

Drona came last of all accompanied by his son Ashvatthaman. 
He was all in white-white sacred thread, white beard white 
garlands and white sandal paste on his body—like the moon 
accompanied by the planet Mars, both seen in the clear sky Brah¬ 
mins chanted mantras and, after a fanfare, the heroes entered the 

arena. The spectators marvelled at their litheness, their strength 
and symmetry. 

the ," , “ Sicia " s t0 st °P P' a y in 8. Drona came forward, 
and spoke in a cloud-roaring voice: 

“Now comes Arjuna, beloved as my own son ” 

Arjuna then appeared, wearing golden armour, with his finger- 

protector bow, and arrows. He was like an evening cloud that 

reflects the setting sun and catches rainbow tints and lightning- 
flash. 

Conches sounded, and the crowd was delighted. “The graceful 

t° D ° f ,^ U “ t ,! ! ” The th ‘ rd Pandava brother!” “The saviour of the 
Kurus! The guardian of virtue and the repository of knowledge!” 
bo great was Kunti’s happiness that tears from her eyes, mixing 
with the milk of her breasts, wet her bosom. 

Then Arjuna began displaying his skill. His fire weapon pro¬ 
duced instant fire, his Varuna weapon produced water. Clouds, 
land, air, and mountains seemed to be created by different wea¬ 
pons; and with magical power, all were then obliterated by the 
weapon known as the antavdhana At one moment Arjuna appear¬ 
ed tall, at the next puny; now he was standing in a chariot, now 
crouching behind its wheel-shield, then lying on the ground. Shoot¬ 
ing only once, he discharged five arrows into the jaws of a moving 
iron boar and sent twenty into the hollow of a cow horn oscillat¬ 
ing from a rope. He circled the arena many times, displaying hi> 
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prowess with sword and bow and mace. 

Next came large-eyed Kama, palm-tree tall, the hero with 
natural skin-armour and shining earrings, who strode in like a 
walking cliff. Casually he bowed to Drona and Kripa. He per¬ 
formed the same feats with equal brilliance, while Arjuna watched 
in growing chagrin and anger. Duryodhana embraced Kama 
warmly: “Welcome to our side, noble warrior! Command us and 
rule our kingdom, if you like.” 

“Your offer is command and rule enough for me,” replied Kama. 
“I have come here to challenge Arjuna.” 

Then the disgraced Arjuna said to cliff-straight Karna.^ The 
fate of the unwelcome guest and the boaster will be yours, Kama. 

I shall kill you today.” 

“You boast too much, Arjuna. This arena doesn t belong to 
you—you forget there are other Kshatriya kings here, some 
better than you. Words are not the weapons a Kshatriya uses. 
Let us talk with arrows.” 

After embracing his brothers, Arjuna advanced for the coai at ' 
The sky was instantly darkened and Indra’s rainbow stra e 
the arena; the clouds seemed to show their teeth in the rows o 
white cranes at their edges. 

Kunti, mother of both Kama and Arjuna, fainted, stewas 
revived by Vidura and her maids with sandal paste and water. 
When she looked again at her sons clad in hostile armour, e p 
less fear seized her. ^ _ 

Kripa, learned in the rules of combat, addressed Kama. ou 
face the youngest son of Kunti, Arjuna, of the house o uru. 
What is your royal lineage? Who are your father and mot ler. 
This Arjuna must know before he engages you, for sons o 'in s s 
fight only with adversaries of equal status.” 

Kama’s face paled, like a lotus wilted by pelting monsoon 
rain. . 

Then Duryodhana spoke. “Is it not true, revered Kripa, that 
the scriptures say there are three kinds of people who can law 
claim to royalty—those with royal blood, heroes, and leaders o 
armies? If Arjuna will fight only with a king, very well as of 
now I make Kama King of Anga.” 

Fried paddy, flowers and water pots were immediately brought; 
Kama was placed in a golden chair, and Brahmins recited man- 
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tras for his coronation; Kama turned to Duryodhana: “What 
may I give you in exchange for the kingdom?” 

“Your friendship,” replied Duryodhana. 

Perspiring and trembling, the aged charioteer Adhiratha enter¬ 
ed the arena. Kama dropped his bow and hurried to him, his 
forehead still wet with coronation water, and embraced him. 
Then before the assembly Adhiratha addressed Kama as his son 
A charioteer’s son!” mocked Bhima. “Let us hope you die 
nobly today. King of the Angas! You deserve a kingdom as much 
as a dog deserves the holy ghee of a yajna\" Kama’s lips quiver¬ 
ed: he sighed deeply and looked at the sun. M 

t ® Ut Dur y° dha na rose up angrily. “You foul your mouth with 
those words, Bhima. A Kshatriya deserves more respect. Which 
Kshatnya hero s lineage is clean? Drona was born in a water 
pot and Kripa in a bush. What has nobility of lineage to do with 

t i 0 fai , r , f D0W thC St0ry ° f your own bi «-th. Do you think a 

dk 1 ! ' ke , K , arna couId be born of a d eer? If there is anyone here 

and h aS !, i, y u rny Patr ° nage ofKarna > let him mount his chariot 
and bend his bow with the help of his feet .” 

Confused cries among the crowed applauded Duryodhana’s 

out e of The SUn ’ T nWl r 1C * ^ $et ’ and Dur y°dhana led Kama 
out of the now lamp-lit arena. The Pandavas also retired* the 

crowd dispersed, some praising Arjuna, some Kama some even 

speaking for Duryodhana. 

pr 0 K w“s DUry0dha " a ’ in a " a "* 


About this time it occurred to Drona to ask for his guru's fee. 

nriue P '“xl K, ” S , Dmpada and brin S him to me,” he said to the 
princes. That is all I want.” 


It shall be done,” they promised. They set off at once to lay 
siege to Drupada’s capital. Duryodhana, Kama, and Yuyutsu were 
the first to enter the city in chariots, followed by other princes on 
horseback. 


Drupada’s chariot sped through their ranks, showering arrows, 
and the citizens rained all manner of fierce deadly missiles at them. 
The Kauravas broke ranks and fled in terror to the Pandava 
camp. Arjuna, instructing Nakula and Sahadeva to guard his right 
and left wheels, rushed into battle along with the mace-armed 





THE BEGINNINGS 


93 


Bhima. Struck by the mace, the enemy elephants collapsed like 
shattered cliffs, their heads crushed, streaming blood. Shouting, 
Arjuna leaped from his chariot into Drupada’s, and bravely grap¬ 
pled with the king, like Garuda with the snake in the churning 
ocean. 

Seeing the enemy soldiers flee, Arjuna told his men, “Draupada 
is related to the Kurus. Let his soldiers escape.” 

When the humbled Drupada was brought before him, Drona 
said, “We have laid waste your kingdom and capital. Your life 
now depends on my word. But do not fear. We Brahmins like to 
forgive.” He smiled slowly. “We were friends once, Drupada. Can 
we not be friends again? You may keep the southern half of your 
kingdom. But I shall take the northern half, to make myself rich, 
because, remember, you told me once that rich and poor make 
bad company. What do you say, King Drupada?” 

“Your strength and nobility are well known,” replied Drupa a. 
“I am not surprised. Let us be friends again.” 

Drupada was released and he went away sadly to rule in his new 
capital, Kampilya, on the banks of the Ganga. Aware now 
that he would never be able to defeat Drona by his own powers, 
he resolved to search for a son who would do the task for him. 


A year later, compelled by his subjects, Dhritarashtra proclaim¬ 
ed as the hair-apparent Yudhishthira, whose firmness, patience, 
kindness, love, and truth-telling were admired by the people of his 
kingdom. In a short time, Yudhishthira began to excel even his 
father in affairs of state. 

Disturbed by news of the increasing glory of Pandu’s sons, 
Dhritarashtra summoned his chief minister Kanika. “I don t li e 
the way they shine,” he said. “O best of Brahmins, advise me 
what to do.” 

“Do not be angry with what I say. Sire. A king rules in many 
ways. Most important is that he hide his weakness, like a tortoise 
its head. A bit of pretended deafness and blindness helps, for it is 
no use a king’s giving orders when they can’t be executed. And 
you can, kill your enemies—mercilessly if necessary; son, friend, 
brother, father, a guru if you must. When angry, smile. Speak 
softly. Then strike—and strike to kill. Then shed pitiful tears over 
your victim, perform whatever polite grieving is required. 
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“Amass all the wealth you can; any means will do. A crooked 
stick serves as well as a straight to pull down a tree’s fruit. 

Never trust an enemy. Have spies everywhere; in temples, 
wine shops, public gardens, in the harem, wherever people 
gather. 

“Be like a fisherman; prosper by catching and stripping clean 
your enemies. 

“Speak softly—but keep a razor in your heart. Hide your feel¬ 
ings in a leather case; be as ruthless as a razor. 

“In whatever you do now, think also of the future. My meaning 
is plain, Sire; act in a way that will remove your fear of the 
Pandavas.” 

Kanika returned to his house, leaving Dhritarashtra pensive and 
despondent. 

Shakuni, Duhshasana, Duryodhana and Kama put their heads to¬ 
gether and devised a plan to burn to death Kunti and her five 
sons, for which they went to seek Dhritarashtra’s permission. But 
the wise Vidura got wind of the plot, and advised Kunti and her 
sons to leave the capital. 

Dhritarashtra will destroy the whole family,” Vidura said to 
unti. Leave this city before that happens. A boat is waiting to 
take you to safety.” Deeply grieved, Kunti and her sons crossed 
the Ganga, took refuge in the deep forests on the other side, 
eventually finding their way to in the lovely city of Varanavata. 

Duryodhana summoned his adviser Purochana, pressed his right 
hand in his, and said, “You know I trust you more than anyone 
else. Share the world’s wealth with me! The Pandavas are now at 
Varanavata, thinking they are safe and enjoying themselves. Hurry 
there today in a swift chariot. Have a lacquer palace built; use 
plenty of hemp resin. Saturate the wood with a mixture of oil, fat, 
butter, and lac, but mostly lac. Let none suspect it is a firetrap. 
Then go to Kunti and her sons and invite them to stay in it. See 
that the house has every amenity. When they are sleeping inside, 
set fire to the entrance room. Spread the story that the Pandavas 
perished in an accidental fire.” 

But the wise Vidura, speaking to Yudhishthira in the little- 
known dialect of the Mlecchas, whispered, “Harm comes in many 
forms. Some use knives, others fire. Be warned, jackals burrow 






THE BEGINNINGS 


95 

holes and escape. Be resolute. The stars give good guidance. 
Travel brings much knowledge.” 

■Thank you,” said Yudhishthira, “I understand.” 

Purochana had the house built as directed and the Pandavas 
moved into it. He brought them food and drink, beds and carpets,' 
for ten days the Pandavas lived luxuriously in the “Blessed 
House, as the treacherous palace was called. But Yudhishthira 
noticed that the walls smelled faintly of lac. 

“Let us go back to our first house,” said Arjuna. 

“No. Act as if we suspect nothing. If Purochana thinks we have 
discovered his plot, he’ll only act faster. Duryodhana is resource¬ 
ful. Let him imagine we have actually perished in the fire; that 
will give us time to prepare for future treachery. We’ll dig our way 
out tonight.” 

A friend of Vidura, a digger of tunnels, came to the Pandavas 
that day, saying, “I am sent by Vidura, who warned you in the 
dialect of the Mlecchas. I have come to help you. Purochana will 
strike on the fourteenth night.” 

' A spacious tunnel was secretly dug, its opening covered with 
shrubbery, and a twenty-four hour vigil kept, while the Pandavas 
innocently went hunting every day in the forest. 

Calling Arjuna, Bhima and the twins to his side on the thirteenth 
day, Yudhishthira said, “Purochana doesn’t suspect a thing. It is 
time for our escape. We will set fire to the house when we leave 
and let him burn.” 

That night a large group of itinerant Brahmins came to the 
lacquer palace, along with many women; they ate and drank their 
fill, and went their way. But a Nishada tribal woman, with her 
five sons, stayed for the night; they drowsed with the liquor, more 
dead than alive, pawns of fate. A strong winds was blowing; 
Bhima ran through the house, setting fire to it in many places, 
beginning with the door; then he slipped out with his mother and 
brothers through the tunnel. 

! Roused by the crackling flames, the townspeople gathered 
around the palace, standing there helpless the whole night, and 
concluded that Purochana had succeeded in burning the Pandava 
brothers alive. 

But the Pandavas made their way through the darkness till they 
came to the banks of the Ganga; they crossed over in a boat, 
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proceeding south, guided by the stars. They were tired and thirsty 
and sleepy, but the indefatigable Bhima easily lifted his mother 
and four brothers on his shoulders, and continued to push ahea: 
until he laid them down, completely exhausted, to sleep in a forest 
clearing, with himself keeping watch. 

Not far from the clearing, high up in a sal tree, lived a rakshas: 
named Hidimba; he was pot-bellied, red-bearded and red-headed 
fierce-faced—and a cannibal. Scenting human flesh, he turned t: 
his sister. “My mouth waters; my eight teeth long to taste soft! 
human meat, warm human blood. Find out who they are, sleepier 
in my forest. Go at once!—Tonight we shall feast on human flesh 
tonight we shall dance around human corpses!” 

But when the cannibal’s sister found Bhima, and saw hir 
sitting awake, straight as a sal tree, she fell in love with him. 77 
lion-shouldered and golden-armed, lotus-eyed and coneh-necke 
man, she said to herself, shall be my husband. I shall not obey rr. 
brother's orders. She quickly assumed a ravishingly lovely feraa. 
form, and approached Bhima with modest smiles. 

“Who are you, sir? and who are your sleeping friends? Do ycA 
not know that this forest belongs to a wicked rakshasa, my brotkr ' 
Hidimba? He will kill you. But let me save you, for I love you ar. 
want you for my husband.” 

“You are a fool to think that I will abandon my sleepir 
brothers and mother in order to gratify my senses,” said Bhim 
and would not listen to her repeated enteraties. 

Wondering why his sister had not returned, Hidimba ran to 
clearing, and saw her disguised as a young girl, wearing garlar.. 
round her neck, her face like a full moon, her nails lightly painte 
dressed in filmy clothes. Shouting “Filthy, lustful woman!’" 
ran murderously at her. 

But Bhima blocked him, saying, “Stop! Why blame her? Blar 
the god of love, if you must. Blame me, because I stirred love 
her. No one lifts a hand against a woman in my presence Fi: 
me!” * 1 

Hidimba rushed at him; Bhima caught his arms and drage , 
him ten feet along the ground, like a lion dragging its prey. Hi 
imba howled in pain, and Bhima dragged him away still furtV 
afraid that the noise might waken the sleepers. 

But Kunti woke and saw Hidimba’s “lovely” sister sitting n? 
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her. 

I am the sister of a rakshasa, I am in love with your son.’* 

The four brothers woke up together, and saw Bhima and Hid- 
imba grappling like two powerful lions. 

Kill him quickly,” shouted Arjuna. “Dawn is breaking, and 
rakshasas gain terrible strength in the interval between the two 
twilights. Don t play with him—use your arms!” 

Bhima lifted the rakshasa high, and whirled his blue body a A 
hundred times over his head. 

“Are you tired, Bhima?” shouted Arjuna. “Let me finish him . 
then.” 

Bhima, furious, hurled the rakshasa to the ground. A terrifying 
wail, like the sound of a wet drum, filled the forest. Bhima held 
the body between his hands, bending it double, till it snapped in 
two. 

Then they left, followed by the rakshasa’s sister. “Go,” said 
Bhima, “or I will kill you as l killed your brother.” 

‘Leave her alone,” Yudhishthira told his angered brother. She 
may be a rakshasa, but she is only a woman. What can she do to 
us?” 

/ The sister bowed before Kunti. “I love him, my lady. Let your 
son be my husband. I implore you, let me take him where I want. 

I promise you, I will bring him back.” 

Answering for Kunti, Yudhishthira said, “That you love him is 
evident. But be sure you keep your promise. Bhima will go with 
you wherever you want till the sun sets; you must bring him back 
to us before nightfall.” 

“I will stay with you,” added Bhima, “till you give birth to a 
son.” 


She picked up Bhima and flew to the mountains, 
There, in regions sacred to the gods, 

Studded with cattle, and sweet with tribal music, 
She made him happy. 

Again, in forests and hills thick with flowers, 

On floating lakes of lotus and lily, 

By hill streams and mountain rivers, 

By seashores and woods where ascetics roam, 
Beside the banks of the Manasarovara, 
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She made him happy. 

A mighty son was born, with ears like arrow-heads and coppery 
lips, a child who grew up into a young man the moment he was 
born. They called him Ghatotkacha, and he left with his mother 
when she honoured the Pandavas, and went north, promising to 
return if they should ever need help. Some say it was Indra who 
created Ghatotkacha—to make a man who might match the pro¬ 
wess of Kama, because Kama had received from Indra the special 
divine arrow as a gift. 

The Pandavas continued their wanderings, going from forest to for¬ 
est, passing through many kingdoms-of the Matsyas, the Pan- 
chalas, and the Kichakas. Their hair grew long, like that of asce¬ 
tics, and they dressed themselves in deerskin and soft bark. In the 
course of their travels, they came to the place where their grand¬ 
father, Vyasa, was living. 

“I knew Duryodhana would treat you unfairly,” said Vyasa. H 
“and I will give you some good advice. Forget the past—every¬ 
thing will add up to your good. I used to look upon you and the 
sons of Dhritarashtm impartially, but now your sufferings compel 
my sympathy. Not iai from here is a pleasant town where no one 
will be able to find you. Disguise yourselves and wait for m* 
there.” 

In the town of Ekachakra they found shelter in a Brahmin'* 
house, and the townsfolk were .kind to them. Every evening the 
Pandavas would place before Kunti whatever."alms-food they ha. 
collected during the day, each content with receiving his share a> 
divided by Kunti. 

Nursing his grudge, Drupada, King of the Panchalas, bega 
meanwhile to propitiate the gods, praying for a son who wouk 
kill Drona. And as a saintly Brahmin, Yaj, sprinkled ghee on tb.‘^j 
sacrificial fire, there arose from the flames a child who looked lik 
a god; he had a crown on his head and a sword in his hand; l 
carried a bow and arrows and wore armour. A voice from the sk 
declared: 'This child is bom for the destruction of Drona. The fa": 
of the Panchalas will spread. The sorrow of their king will end. 

From the centre of the sacrificial altar there rose also a gi 
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Her eyes were black and lotus-large, her hair fell in blue waves, 
and she was dark-skinned; her curved nails shone bright as 
copper, her eyebrows were fair, her breasts heavy; and her body 
gave out the fragrance of a blue lotus. The Brahmins named the 
boy Dhristadyumna, because he was brave and born with armour, 
and the girl, Draupadi, was known also as Krishna, the Dark- 
Skinned One. 

While living disguised in Ekachakra, the Pandavas were visited 
by Vyasa, They stood up as he entered, greeting him in silence 
with folded palms. He enquired after their health, and said: 

“Once there was a lovely daughter of a great sage whose karma 
prevented her from finding a husband. After she had propitiated 
Shiva, she obtained Jiis promise to grant her whatever she wished. 

‘I want a husband who has all the virtues,’ she said. ‘You shall 
have five husbands,’ promised Shiva. When she said ‘But I want 
only one” Shiva replied, ‘Did you not say Give me a husband five 
times? In a future incarnation you shall have five husbands. That 
> girl has been born, O princes—she is Draupadi, daughter of King 
Drupada. Go to his capital and make her your wife. 

Vyasa went his way, and the brothers prepared to leave for 
the kingdom of the Panchalas. On their journey they met many 
brahmachari Brahmins, who accompained them to the svayam- 
vara ceremony of Draupadi. The brothers stayed with a potter in 
the outskirts of the capital, and slipped into the city unrecognized. 

King Drupada had ordered a huge bow to be fashioned, so 
strong that none could bend it; in the sky, directly above the bow, 
was suspended a target. “The man who strings this bow and hits 
the centre of the target shall marry my daughter, ” ordered Dru¬ 
pada, and declared the svayamavara open. 

There came to the palace holy men, 

Duryodhana and Kama, and many Brahmins, 

Kings from many countries, all respectfully received. 

A sea of shouts rose from the assembled citizens. 

Multi-coloured draperies shaded the hall, 

Trumpets sounded, aloe and sandalwood breathed fragrance, 
Gold filigree in the windows, diamonds studded in the walls, 
Spacious staircases, rich carpets, and fragrant garlands every- 
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where. . . 

The visitors were housed in seven-storied palaces. On the sixteenth 
day, Draupadi adorned herself and entered the hall carrying a 
golden plate of offerings and a flower garland. Dhristadyumna 
took her arm and his voice, loud as a kettledrum, hushed the 
assembly: 

“This is the bow, up there is the target, here are the five 
arrows. The man who shoots all five into the target through 
the hole in the contraption shall marry my sister Draupadi.” He 
turned to his sister and recited to her, in turn, the names of all \ 
the assembled lords of the earth. 

They rose, one by one, and faced the great bow. But, hard as 
they tried, they could not even lift it from the ground. Some, 
straining to the point of exhaustion, fell down fainting; others, 
panting deeply, retired, all their hopes dashed. 

Then come Kama, son of the sun god. He picked up the bow 
with ease, and as easily strung the arrow. The Pandavas saw him 
take aim, and feared it was all over. Suddenly Draupadi shouted- 
“I will not marry a man of low caste!” 

Kama smiled bitterly, looked once at the sun, and flung aside 
the fully-bent bow. 

The noble Sishupala tried next and was flung to the ground or. 
his knees to the ground. King Jarasandha rose and fell likewise, 
as did Shalya, King of Madra, and Duryodhana. 

When Arjuna came forward, some looked happy, others were 
envious. The Brahmins shook their deer skins, and fell to arguir; 
on his skill. 

Walking round the bow, Arjuna invoked the Giver of Favour 
and bowed his head; then he thought of Krishna, and light!; 
picked up the bow. Swiftly he strung it, shot all five arrows, ar.. 
the riddled target fell through the hole in the contraption to tl 
ground. Roars of applause filled the hall, and the gods shower;, 
flowers on Arjuna’s head. 

Filled with joy, Draupadi, dressed in white, placed a garlar 
round his neck, and Arjuna walked out of the hall with his brio: 

In the meantime, Kunti had become anxious, fearing tl. 
Duryodhana might have recognized her sons and killed them, v 
that some rakshasa had trapped them. Late that silent afternoe 
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Arjuna and his brothers entered the potter’s house (where they 
were now hiding) and shouted, “We have a gift for you, mother.” 

‘‘Share it equally among yourselves,” Kunti called back, from 
inside the house. 

But when she came out to greet them and saw Draupadi, she 
regretted her words. Taking Draupadi by the hand, she went to 
Yudhishthira. “What shall I do? I thought you had come with 
alms.” 

Yudhishthira pondered deeply, and said to Arjuna, “You won 
her, Arjuna. She is your wife. Take her hand and light the sacred 
fire.” 

No,” said Arjuna. “That would be wrong. You are the eldest 
she is your wife first, then Bhima’s, then mine, and after that 
Nakula and Sahadeva’s Tell us what is proper in this case, and 
we will do as you say.” 

They all looked at Draupadi. She looked at them. Then they 
looked at one another; and sat down. And Yudhishthira knew 
7 the god of love had entered all their hearts. Fearing a rift and 
f recalling the words of Vyasa, he announced: 

“She will be our common wife.” 

Unknown to them, they had been followed by Dhrishtadyumna 
to the potter’s house. Hidden in a corner of the house, Dhrishtad- 
yumna saw the brothers returning from alms-begging and giving 
everything to Yudhishthira. He heard Kunti tell Draupadi, “Take 
a portion of this and feed it to the gods, Brahmins, and our 
guests. Divide the remainder into two equal portions. Give one 
portion to Bhima—he is a good eater. Divide the other half into 

six parts, four for the brothers, one for me, and one for you. 

After eating, the brothers lay down on a bed of kusha grass, their 
heads facing south. Kunti lay beside the row of heads, an 
Draupadi at the feet. 

Next morning Dhristadyumna reported to King Drupada al 
that he had seen, and Drupada, still unaware of the real identity 
of the Pandavas, hurried to the potter’s house. 

“Who are you—Brahmins, Kshatriyas, or gods? Tell me the 
truth, for I shall make preparations for the marriage ceremony 
accordingly.” 

“We are Kshatriyas, sons of Pandu,” replied Yudhishthira. 
“Your daughter is like a lotus moved from one lake to another. 
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Rest easy in your mind, O King.” 

They were taken to the palace, and treated with the greatest 
respect. One day King Drupada went to Yudhishthira, and said, 
“The marriage rites wait to be fulfilled. Tell Arjuna to come with 
my daughter.” 

“But I must marry too,” said Yudhishthira. 

“You are welcome to marry her yourself if you like,” said 1 
Drupada. “Or marry her to any of the brothers, if that is your 
wish.” 

“But she is our common wife. Our mother ordered it. We havt 
always shared equally whatever we had. Your daughter shall take 
our hands, one after another, in front of the sacred fire.” 

“I have heard of the practice of polygamy,” replied Drupada, 
“but this is the first time I hear of one wife having many 
husbands. You know this is wrong, Yudhishthira, and the Vedas 
forbid it. Have you lost your mind?” 

“What is moral is sometimes very subtle,” said Yudhishthira. “1 
have always spoken the truth, and I have always tried to avoid 
doing wrong. But I’m certain about this—our mother ordered i: 
and my conscience approves of it. That, for me, is enough.” 

“You, your mother, and my son Dhristadyumna must settl 
this between yourselves. Tell me tomorrow what you hav 
decided.” 

Even as they were talking Vyasa arrived in the city in the cours 
of his wanderings. They seated him on a gold carpet and paid hi. 
their respects. 

“How is it possible, O holy one,” asked Drupada, “for o: 
woman to have many husbands without defiling dharma?” 

“True, the custom is obsolete,” said Vyasa. “The Vedas do n. 
sanction it. But tell me what you think of it.” 

Drupada spoke up first. “The practice is against dhanr 
sanctioned neither in the Vedas nor by tradition. Never hav; 
seen several men with one wife.” 

“Morality is a tricky business,” said Dhrishtadyumna. “Why 
it within dharma for an elder brother, if well-meaning, to ms 
advances to the wife of a younger brother? Who knows whs 
absolutely moral? But this I know—I can’t with a good conscie: 
allow my sister to become the wife of five men.” 

Yudhishthjra said, “In the Puranas there is the story of Jat 
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the virtuous girl who married seven sages. And I have heard of 
another ascetic’s daughter who married ten brothers. Is not 
obedience to one’s superiors recommended? And is not a mother 
the foremost among superiors? We are doing only what Kunti 
advised. I do not think that can be wrong in any way.” 

Kunti said, “What Yudhishthira says is right. He is doing only 
what I ordered.” 

When they had finished giving their opinions, Vyasa said, “This 
is not the time for a lecture. But I can say this much—Yudhishthira 
is within the dharma in saying what he does. This is an old and 
honoured practice, which I will explain to you in private. He led 
Drupada by the hand to another room and launched into a 
lengthy discourse on the practice of permissible polyandry, while 


the others waited. 

“Your daughter, Drupada,” he concluded, “obtained a favour 
from Shiva, as a result of which she will be married now to five 

husbands.” . „ 

“If that is Shiva’s wish, who am I to speak of right or wrong. 

Let them marry her, and let us rejoice,” said Drupada. 

The learned priest Dhaumya conducted the wedding ceremony. 
Yudhishthira took Draupadi’s hand first; and the ot ier ro ers 
in succession on the next four days. It was Dhaumya w o sai 
that the slim-waisted bride regained 'her virginity a ter eac 
ceremony. A lavish dowry was bestowed by King Drupa a eac 
bridegroom received a hundred chariots with golden aDners, eac 
drawn by four golden-reined horses, a hundred elep an s 1 e ^ 
hundred golden-peaked mountains, and a hundre young an 
attractive female servants. 

Kunti blessed her daughter-in-law. “Be happy, my ’ 

Bear many brave and long-lived sons. Be > eVo e . makes 
husbands, be kind to guests and strangers. Today s re 
you so lovely-may you look lovely again as the mother ot a 

SOD ** 

Gifts came also from Krishna, chief of the Yadavas and of the 
Pandavas—pearl-studded jewellery and lapis * azu " . ’ 

soft blankets and hides; gold and gem-inlaid ’ 

thousands of maids distinguished by beauty, youth <*n ac 
ment; many chariots pulled by white-teethed horses, an a r sure 
in golden coins, 


\ 
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When spies brought news of the consummation of Draupadi’s 
marriage to the Pandavas, Duryodhana was deeply pained 
Duhshasana, who was ashamed, offered an explanation “Arjuna 
could never have married her if he had not disguised himself as a 
Brahmin. We have been tricked! The fates are against us-the 
Pandavas are alive and flourishing.” 

“Do you say so, Vidura? You think so?” said Dhritarashtra 
mistakenly thinkmg that Duryodhana had succeeded in winning 
Draupadis hand, and immediately ordered ornaments to hi 

muttered: 6 t0ld him the truth > he 

“The Pandavas are as dear to me as my own sons. More dear 
more dear. Who would not welcome having Drupada as an ally’”’ 

“We did ?h 1 C V Duryodhana and Kama came and said- 

arT alone Wh ^ 8 Vi<Ws P resence - But now you 

are alone Why do you praise the Pandavas? Let us unite 

against our common enemy before he swallows us all.” 

I agree with your sentiments, but I did not thint- „ , 

Pandlv ' aUpad ! aga ‘ DSt her hus bands. Or somehow roise the 

of m? a f 1DSt her ' BUt ’ m ° St im P° rtant of all, we must get rid 
of Bhima, who is a terror.” 8 a 

v,m W worki^ b lrt’' SaidK f ma -‘' D ° yOUthink schemes 

Will work? What were you doing all these years when thev were 

my w ° rd f « 

chose them l t J mk y ° U could turn Drau Padi against them? She 
no J £ X ^ th ey were poor Srahmins; will she leave them 

force A Lh L-^ T Kshatri yas? One thing alone will work: 

,hem> and rule “• 

You are a great fighter,” said Dhritarashtra, “and you speak 
like one. But consult among yourselves -talk with Bhishma, 
Drona and Vidura, and then do what will benefit us all.” 

Asked by Dhritarashtra for his opinion, Bhishma replied: 

I have not much experience of family feuds, but I respect you as 
l respected Pandu. The sons of Gandhari are to me the same as the 
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sons of Kunti. Make a pact with the Pandavas, and give them half 
the kingdom. If the kingdom is not theirs by right, by what right is 
it yours? Give them half the kingdom, and end the matter. This will 
help us all. Any other course will bring us dishonour. What is the 
point in living with a tarnished name? Till honour lasts, a man 
lives; honour gone, think no more of him, he is dead.” 

“Bhishma takes the words out of my mouth,” declared Drona. 
“Give the Pandavas a share in the kingdom. Let us send gifts to 
King Drupada and gold ornaments to Draupadi.” 

“Strange advice,” remarked Duryodhana, “coming from favou¬ 
rites of the court, and our two most trusted friends! What is 
written, will be— so how will advice help? If this kingdom is 
destined to be yours, it will remain yours; if not, it will go to its 
destined rulers. But later on, remember those who gave you good 
advice, and those who meant harm.” 

“Those who intend harm think others mean harm,” replied 
Drona. “Why don’t you say openly that you hate the Pandavas? If 
all that I have said is bad, have the goodness to tell us what you 
' think is good.” 

Vidura said quickly, “Your friends desire your welfare, Sire, and 
you know who they are. Duryodhana, Kama and Shakuni are 
young, foolish, and full of hate. Ignore them, Sire. I have already 
warned you once that Duryodhana will bring destruction on our 
house.” 

“I like what you, Bhishma, and Drona have said,” Dhritarashtra 
said to Vidura. “The right to the kingdom is as much the 
Pandavas’ as my sons’. It is our good fortune that they are alive, 
that they have married Draupadi. Go, bring them here, together 
with Kunti.” 

Vidura immediately left and, finding the Pandavas, courteously 
enquired after their health on behalf of Dhritarashtra. Then, with 
Drupada’s permission, the Pandavas returned to Hastinapura. As 
they arrived, the citizens thronged around them, and the city 
V radiated joy. Reaching the palace, they touched the feet of Dhrita¬ 
rashtra and Bhishma and all the elders deserving their respect. 

“It is my advice to you that you should go to the city of Indra- 
prastha and live there and rule half the kingdom as yours,” said 
Dhritarashtra. “There will then be no cause for conflict with your 
cousins.” 
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The Pandavas agreed, and set out immediately for Indraprastha, 
with Krishna at their head. There they dug a moat, wide as the 
sea, around the city, and built white sky-high battlements, where 
soldiers with weapons that looked like double-tongued serpents 
stood guard. Sharp hooks jutted from the walls, and death-dealing 
machines were fixed on the inside. 

To the city came Brahmins and merchants; 

The gardens sang with the kokila and the peacock’s cry; 

Pleasure-houses, bright like mirrors, were constructed; 

Swan, duck and sheldrake swam in lotus-filled pools. 

One day Narada, the sage of the gods, visited the Pandavas, and 
was received with great courtesy by Yudhishthira. Draupadi came 
before him veiled and touched! his feet. When she left the room'. 
Narada turned to Yudhishthira. 

You must make sure no friction arises between your brothers 
because you have a common wife. You know the story of the 
brothers Sunda and Upasunda who ruled the same kingdom, sat 
on the same throne, ate the same food, even slept in the same bee. 
yet killed each other, because of Tilottama.” 

Yudhishthira and his brothers then decided that any one c 
them who discovered a brother making love to Draupadi woulc 
have to retire to the forest for twelve years of exile, and live as j 
brahmachari. 

Just as the river Sarasvati enjoys elephants playing in her water 
and the elephants enjoy her, Draupadi delighted in her fiv 
husbands and they delighted in her. It so happened that one day ; 
Brahmin rushed to the Pandavas with the complaint that robber 
were stealing his cattle. “This is happening in your kingdom! i 
Brahmin’s holy butter stolen by a pack of crows!” Arjuna assure 
the Brahmin he would rescue the cows, and went to get his bo" 
But Yudhishthira was in the room where the weapons were kep 
and with him was Draupadi. Seeing them alone together, Arjur 
hesitated; and then ran in, greeted Yudhishthira casually, and we' 
out with his bow. He pursued and routed the robbers, restori: 
the cattle to the Brahmin. 

When he returned, all congratulated him, but he went strait' 
to Yudhishthira; 
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“I have broken the promise I made. I walked in when you were 
alone with Draupadi. Therefore I must go into exile for twelve 
years.” 

“But why?” said Yudhishthira, extremely dismayed. “I know 
why you entered the room. I feel no insult. A younger brother is 
allowed to enter when an elder brother is sitting alone with his 
wife, but an elder brother is not. I will not let you go. You have 
not displeased me.” 

“You used to tell us not to quibble when it came to doing 
one’s duty. The truth is the truth. I have broken my promise, 
said Arjuna. 

And so Arjuna left—to live in the forest for twelve years. Crossing 
many lakes and rivers, through forests and distant provinces, he 
came at last to the source of the Ganga, and decided to camp 
there. While bathing in the Ganga one day and paying respects to 
his ancestors, Arjuna felt a tug at his leg. It was Ulupi, daughter 
of the Naga King, pulling him down (because she had fallen in love 
with him), further and further down till they reached the palace of 
Kaurava, King of the Nagas. “Who are you?” asked Arjuna. 
“Where am I?” 

“My name is Ulupi. I am the Naga king’s daughter. I am still 
a virgin and I am in love with you. Arjuna, give yourself up to 
me.” 

“I have vowed to live a brahmachan ior twelve years. I will 
help you, but tell, me how I may do it without breaking my vow.” 

“Your vow of celibacy relates to Draupadi only,” said Ulupi. 
“It is not broken if you make love to me. Help me, or I will kill 
myself.” 

Keeping dharma in mind, Arjuna gratified her wishes, spending 
the night in the palace. In the morning he rose and left, carrying 
a boon from Ulupi—“No creature of the sea will ever defeat 
Arjuna.” 

At the foothills of the Himalayas, he came to the kingdom of 
Manipura, there he met King Chitravahana and his beautiful 
daughter Chitrangada, and was filled with desire to possess her. 

“Give me your daughter, sire,” he said to Chitravahana. “I 
am the son of a Kshatriya, third-born in the house of Pandu and 
Kunti,” 
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“I have only this girl,” replied the King, “and no son. Her 
son will continue my dynasty. If I may have her son, you may 
have her.” J 

Arjuna agreed aud stayed three years in Manipura as the hus 

band of Chitrangada. When a son was born, Arjuna embraced 
him tenderly and set out on his wanderings again. 

He came to the shores of the southern ocean, to the five regions 

shunned ^ holy men. When Arjuna enquired why the regions 
were uninhabited, he was told: b ns 

dil'esT"" bathM thCir late iS deV °“ red by flve lar § e croco- 

But Arjuna plunged in. A giant crocodile seized his lee Ariun, 
grappled with the creature and dragged it ashore. Suddenly ,I’ 
crocodile changed into a loyely shining girl, adorned with ce esthd 
jewels. “l am Yaga, an apsara loved by Knvera, god of S 
Because I and four of my friends tempted a Brahmin he put 
curse on us: we would be crocodiles in these waters for a hnnT a 
years. But we pleaded and we pleaded; finally he said we would S 
crocodiles only until a noble person dragged us ashore ” 

Arjuna then freed the apsara's four friends as well, and return 
ed to Mampura to-see Chitrangada and his son Vabhruvah™* r 
the last time, after which he set out for Gokarna. There he ml 
bis cousin Krishna again, who embraced ’ m and asked 
for his ceaseless wanderings. For many days he lived in friendship 
with the members of the Yadava clan, and stayed in Krkhn- 
breathtakingly beautiful palace. y Knshna * 

Walking with Krishna one day during the great festival of the 

Yadavas Arjuna saw a girl surrounded by her maids and fell i„ 
love with her. Krishna looked at him and smilingly asked- * 
“I thought you were a brahmachari. She is my sister Subhadra 
If you really love her, I could speak on your behalf to my father ” 
“Vasudeva’s daughter and your sister,” Arjuna replied. “No 
wonder she stole my heart. If I marry your sister, all things will 
prosper for me. Tell me how I can win her. To please her, I will 
do all that is possible for man to do.” 

“Kshatriya girls choose their own husbands,” replied Krishna 
“But if I understand my sister at all, I doubt she knows what’s 
good for her. Run away with her! Don’t give her a chance Ab 
duct her!” 
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They sent a messenger who explained the plan to Yudhishthira 
at indraprastha, and secured his approval. 

The lovely Subhadra was returning to the palace from a hill 
where she had gone to worship the gods, when Arjuna galloped 
up m his golden chariot, lifted her into it, and sped off in the 
direction of Indraprastha. Her guards ran back to the capital with 
the news, and the Yadava chiefs rose, flushed with wine, shouting 
“Bring the chariots!” "‘Bring our weapons!” Then Krishna stood 
up and said: 


“Have you lost your senses? What has Arjuna done that so 
upsets you? You know a girl’s own choice of a husband isn’t 
always right. You also know we don’t like selling daughters in 
marriage, to be bought by the highest bidder. Arjuna is the best 
match we can get. Only Shiva is his superior. Go, call him back.” 

Arjuna stayed in Dvaraka, the capital of the Yadavas, for a 
year enjoying the pleasures of married life, and passed the remain¬ 
ing years of his self-exile in Pushkara. Then he returned to Indra¬ 
prastha, paying his respects first to Yudhishthira, then to the 
Brahmins, and going next to Draupadi. 

“Here already, Arjuna?” she said. “I thought you preferred the 
company of Subhadra. They say a second stick loosens the posi¬ 
tion of the first stick in the bundle.” 

Arjuna reassured her and begged to be forgiven. He dressed 
Subhadra as a cowherdess, and sent her to the inner quarters 
reserved for women. Lovely even in that simple dress, the lotus¬ 
eyed Subhadra touched Kunti’s feet Kunti blessed her warmly. 
Then Subhadra touched Draupadi’s feet, saying, “I am your 
maid.” Quickly Draupadi rose, “Be blessed, girl. May your hus¬ 
band have no enemy.” Delighted, Subhadra thanked her. They 
lived happily together from then on, and Kunti was also happy. 
Krishna stayed with them, hunting deer and boar with Arjuna in 
the forests on the outskirts of the lovely city of Indraprastha. 

When Subhadra gave birth to a son Abhimanyu, who had long 
arms, a broad chest and large eyes, Yudhishthira distributed ten 
thousand cattle and gold coins to Brahmins. And Draupadi bore 
sons at one-year intervals: Partivindhya by Yudhishthira, Shruta- 
soma by Bhima, Shrutakarman by Arjuna, Shatanika by Nakula, 
and Shrutasena by Sahadeva. Dhaumya invested each of them with 
the sacred thread, and they lived happily together, skilled in the 
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Vedas and in the use of weapons. 

Many kingdoms were subdued by the Pandavas in the course of 
their reign at Indraprastha. And Yudhishthira ruled with wisdom, 
paying appropriate regard to Artha, Dharma and Kama, as if 
each was an alter ego. 

‘‘Let us go to the banks of the Yamuna,” said Arjuna to Krishna 
one day, “sport therein the waters, and return in the evening.” 

To the tree-shaded pleasure garden, 

Flower-perfumed and gem-adorned. 

The group of people went— 

Each making merry according to his or her pleasure. 

The full-lipped and heavy breasted ladies. 

Large-eyed, a little unsteady from their wine. 

Wandering amid flowers or splashing in the water. 

Flirting and joking, with Krishna setting the example. 
Wine-flushed Draupadi and Subhadra discarding ornaments, 
Some singing or dancing. 

Some quarrelling, some secretive, 

The whole scene echoing the seductive sounds 
Of flute and vina and kettledrum. 

Arjuna and Krishna chose a secluded spot and, sitting on luxu¬ 
rious cushions, began to talk casually. A Brahmin came to them, 
tall like a sal tree, with skin the colour of burnt gold and a Ver¬ 
million beard streaked with green, eyes like lotus leaves. He shone 
like the morning sun. Quickly they rose, and he said: “I am Agnj. 
Give me food.” 

“What food shall we give you, sir?” they asked. 

“Food that agrees with me, food that is fire. I would like to eat 
this forest, which is guarded by Indra. Whenever I try, he pours 
water from the clouds. But you have excellent weapons which can 
help me. Use them when I begin devouring the trees, and hold the 
waters in check.” 

The two warriors stationed themselves on opposite sides of the 
forest, and began a slaughter of the creatures in it. So swift were 
their chariots that occasionally they blurred into a single move¬ 
ment, and the two warriors seemed to merge into a single person 
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While the forest burned, animals and humans rushed helter-skel¬ 
ter, screaming in panic. Some died calmly, without fleeing, unable 
to leave their children behind; others wailed, falling as their forest 
rivers began to boil, and as the burning verdure roasted the fish 
and tortoises. Birds trying to fly to safety were shot by Arjuna; 
they screamed and fell. The noise was like the divine churning of 
the ocean; the flames rose to the sky and made the gods anxious. 
They approached Indra, asking, ‘‘Is it the end of the world? Why 
is Agni burning everything below?” 

The flight continued—rakshasas and nagas, wolves, bears, brui¬ 
sed elephants, lions, deer and buffalo, and hundreds of birds. They 
saw Krishna and Arjuna standing armed and were paralysed with 
fear. Then, mercilessly, Krishna hurled his divine discuss at them, 
cutting them down in hundreds. Protected by Krishna and Arjuna, 
Agni burned the forest for a full fortnight, sparing only six dwel¬ 
lers; Ashvasena, the rakshasa Maya, and the four birds known as 
the Sharngakas. Then he sat down and feasted happily on rivers 
of blood and marrow. 

“You did something for me even a god could not tva,\’C done,” 
said Agni. “Ask a boon.” 

Arjuna asked for all the divine weapons of Indra, and these 
were promised to him. 

Then Agni extinguished himself. “You have been tigers amoDg 
men. Wherever you go, you shall be like tigers.” 

Then Krishna and Arjuna, taking Maya with them, wandered 
for a while, before stopping beside the banks of a delightful river. 
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While Krishna, Arjuna and Maya relaxed together, Maya bowed 
to Arjuna and said: “Because you have saved me from th;s terri¬ 
ble fire, tell me what you wish me to do for you.” 

“Enough for me that you should ask,” replied Arjuna. “Go 
where you like. Be kind to people.” 

“Arjuna, ask me again,” insisted Maya. “I am a great artisan. 
Command me anything.” 

“The fact that you say I saved you is reward enough for me," 
Arjuna repeated. “I want nothing. But, if you insist, ask Krishna.” 

Thinking quickly, Krishna commanded Maya, ‘ Build a vast 
palace, so wonderful that no mortal will be able to copy it even 
after the closest inspection; a palace which combines the finest in 
divine, anti-divine, and human architecture.” 

Maya went to work instantly and in fourteen months produced 
a palace that rivalled the abode of the gods themselves. It covered 
one hundred thousand square feet of land, suited for all seasons 
and eye-captivating. Eight thousand giant copper-eyed rakshasas 
known as the Kinkaras guarded it. 

In its centre was a pool of golden lotus, 

Where swam all kinds of birds; 

In the clear water were fish, 

A flight of crystal stairs led to the water’s edge, 

A border of marble inlaid with pearl — 

One would think water was land and step on to it! 

Perennial green-shading trees surrounded the palace, 

And forests breathed delicate fragrance; 

The people lived happily, 

Soothed by scents wafted from land and lake lotuses. 

To celebrate his possession of the palace, Yudhishthira fed ten 
thousand Brahmins with food prepared from milk and rice mixe 
with butter and honey, with fruits and vegetables, pork an veni¬ 
son. He gave each Brahmin new clothes, garlands, and a thousan 
cattle. “Holy! Holy!” chanted the Brahmins, in voices that reached^ 
to the sky. He called kings and ascetics from many countries. 
Among them was Narada, the sage of the gods, a man of f° imi a ' 
ble learning: he could recite all the epics and the Puranas, ski led 
in Nyaya and the truths of moral science; expert in the six disci- 
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plines of pronunciation, grammar, prosody, word-definition, des¬ 
criptions of rituals, and astronomy; master of treaty-making, war, 
marching, defence, guerilla tactics, and reinforcements. 

Yudhishthira and his brothers dutifully stood up when Narada 
entered, bowed low, and offered him a seat. 

“How are you, Yudhishthira?” enquired Narada. “Do you put 
the six kingly qualities of cleverness, -readiness, intelligence in 
dealing with enemies, memory, knowledge of politics, and devotion 
to ethics to good use? 

“Are your seven principal officers, the governor of the fort, the 
commander-in-chief, the chief justice, the chief of police, the royal 
physician, the political adviser, and the chief astrologer loyal 
to you? 

“Is it your policy to be neutral to strangers and to kings who 
are neutral to you? 

“Have you good teachers to instruct the princes and army offi- 
cers in dharma and the various sciences? 

“Do you keep an eye on your enemies without their know¬ 
ing it? 

“Is the priest you honour humble, pure, respected, charitable 
and forgiving? 

“Are your high posts filled by incorruptible officers dedicated 
to the service of the people? 

“Do your ministers ever make fun of you, like priests making 
fun of the poor unable to perform a sacrifice, or wives making fun 
of licentious husbands? 

“Do you recognize learning and humility with suitable rewards 
of wealth and honour? 

“Are your soldiers paid on time? Do you give gold and jewels 
to important enemy officers to buy them over? 

“Before you declare war, do you exhaust the four arts of con¬ 
ciliation: gift of wealth, sowing dissension, negotiation, and show 
of force? 

“Is your budget balanced? 

“Are the four professions of agriculture, trade, cattle-raising and 
money-lending run by honest men? 

“Are the women protected in your kingdom? And I hope you 
trust them with no state secrets! 

“Do you cure physical illness with medicines and fasts, and 






mental illness with the advice of gurus and elders? 

“Are wise men and Brahmins respected? You know that such 
respect brings rewards. 

“Do you stay away from all the fourteen vices of kings—hedo¬ 
nism, atheism, anger, rashness, procrastination, not consulting the 
learned, laziness, nervousness, following only one man’s counsel, 
taking the advice of mercenary friends, abandoning a settled plan, 
revealing state secrets, financing unproductive projects, and acting 
on sudden impulses? 

“Even the best of kings can ruin themselves.” 

“Tell us, holy Narada,” said Yudhishthira, “how the Vedas 
bear fruit, how wealth, a wife, and knowledge of the Shastras 
bear fruit.” 

“The Vedas bear fruit when the person who has studied them 
performs the Agrrihotra and other sacrifices. Wealth bears fruit 
when the man who has enjoyed it gives it away in charity, a wife 
when she becomes a mother, and knowledge of the scriptures w en 
it leads to humility and good character.” 

“I am satisfied, and will do as you say,” said Yudhishthira; and 
he did, gaining in course of time the whole country as is ing 
dom. When Narada went away, accompanied by all the ho y men 
who had gathered for the celebration, Yudhishthira made up us 
mind to perform the greatest of all sacrifices, the Rajasuya. 

Tirelessly, without anger, pride or discrimination, he .vor e or 
the welfare of his people. His advice was always: Give to every 
person what that person needs and deserves.” His subjects P^ise 
him —Blessed is Yudhishthira! Blessed is Yudhishthira.—an ® 

kingdom prospered. It prospered because of the honest tra 
workers and also because the voluptuaries of wealth m u ge in 
liberal spending. .. ^ . 

During this time Krishna came to pay a visit to his aun , 
after he had rested in a pleasant guest room, Yudhisht ura appro¬ 
ached him with his new concern. , 

“I have made up my mind to perform the Rajasuya. u you 
know that deciding is one thing, and doing another. y ne ° s 
and advisers advise me to proceed. But friends don t always see e 
problems involved, and advisers are always flattering, ecause 
you are above these things, O Krishna, I ask you for your 
opinion.” 
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“You are worthy of the Rajasuya,” Krishna replied. “But King 
Jarasandha still defies you. I remember when I had to flee from 
Mathura to Dvaravati in order to escape from his soldiers. Des¬ 
troy him, and set free the kings under his subjugation; then per¬ 
form the great sacrifice. This is my advice: the rest I leave to your 
judgment.” 

“You are right,” said Yudhishthira, “but if you had to flee 
from his might, how will I challenge him? I am not sure that even 
you, or Bhima, or Arjuna could kill him.” 

Bhima said quickly, “A clever king knows many ways of defeat¬ 
ing an enemy. Krishna has cunning, I am strong, Arjuna brave. 
Together we are more than a match for the king of Magadha.” 

“Only a fool plans without some certainty of success,’' Krishna 
explained. “Jarasandha is also eager for the Rajasuya, and has 
eightysix kings confined in the temple of Shiva. When he captures 

a hundred, his persecution will begin. Let us join forces before 
that happens.” 

“My mind is still not easy,” said Yudhishthira. “Yama himself 
cannot tame the fierce Jarasandha. Bhima and Arjuna are my two 
eyes, and you, Krishna, are my conscience. How will I live if 

anything happens to you? It seems best to me that we give uo 
the idea.” ^ 

Arjuna showed /udhishthira his divine bow and inexhaustible 
quiver. “There is nothing like power. Let us fight!” 

“Who knows when death comes?” added Krishna. “Arjuna i s 
right. Refusal to fight never brought a Kshatriya immortality. Let 
us plan well and strike swiftly. Hansa and Dimvaka have surren¬ 
dered, Kansa has been killed and his army routed. There is no 
time to lose.” 

Disguised as snataka Brahmins, Krishna, Arjuna and Bhima 
made their way .to Magadha, the fabulous city of wealth, cattle, 
trees and pools. But his priests had warned Jarasandha of evil 
omens, and he had taken precautions by way of protective vows 
and fasts. When the brothers entered the city, they marvelled at 
the, variety of food and flowers in the shops which were filled with 
all conceivable kinds of rare and costly goods. They snatched what¬ 
ever garlands they wanted, and strode boldly to the palace. Jara¬ 
sandha rose to greet them, offering them cattle as presents. 

“You are welcome, holy men,” he said. 
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Arjuna and Bhima kept silent, and Krishna explained, “My 
companions are pledged to silence till midnight: they will speak 
to you after that.” 

Remembering the prediction that said that if any snataka Brah¬ 
min came to his palace, he should grant them immediate audience, 
Jarasandha looked at them respectfully. At midnight he went to 


their room. 

“Soon you will attain moksha,” said Krishna to Jarasandha and 
looked at Arjuna and Bhima meaningfully. 

“I thank you. But please be seated,” said Jarasandha. 

They sat down, blazing in glory like three fires at a sacrifice. 

Jarasandha asked, “Who are you? I have never heard of Brah¬ 
mins keeping the snataka vow decorating themselves with sandal 
paste and wearing garlands. You say you are Brahmins, but you 
behave like Kshatriyas. What are you hiding from me? Why wil 
you not accept my worship?” 

The clever Krishna replied calmly and seriously, “We are snataka 
Brahmins. Kshatriyas and Vaishyas are allowed to observe the vow 
too, and its rules are very complex. Garlands are symbols o sus 
piciousness: so we wear them. We cannot accept your worship e 

cause we consider you our enemy.” 

“But what have I done ?” asked Jarasandha. “Have I ever hurt 
you in any way? Why should an innocent man suddenly become 
your enemy? You do me great wrong in treating me in this way. 

“We come here at the command of a king,” replied Krishna. 
“You say you are innocent. But what about the kings you are 
holding prisoner? We come here as the protectors of the stres¬ 
sed, and to kill the persecutor of our relatives. I am Krishna, an 
these are Arjuna and Bhima. We challenge you to fight us. itier 
set free all the kings, or die.” 

“My prisoners are kings whom I have defeated. Is it un avv u 
to hold them?” asked Jarasandha. “Isn’t that what all Kshatriyas 
do? I have promised to offer them as sacrifice to Shiva o you 
think threats will make me change my mind? Let us fight, as you 
wish, in single combat or all together, army against army, am 

ready.” . . 

“Choose then,” said Krishna. “We shall fight singly, wnois 

first?” 

Jarasandha chose Bhima. 
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A priest came in with garlands, and lotions while Jarasandha 
dressed for the combat. Taking off his crown and tying his hair, 
he stood up, like a stormy ocean heaving. “I choose you, Bhima, 
because if you defeat me, I shall die happy, knowing a better man 
was the cause of my death.” 

Jarasandha rushed at Bhima Roaring like thunder clouds, they 
slapped under their armpits; they pinioned each other’s arms, and 
locked legs while wrestling, like two trunk-parrying elephants. 
They feinted and boxed; they twisted legs and arms like vegetable 
fibres. Crowds gathered to watch. Side-stepping, they lunged at 
each other’s knee-joints, using their long arms which resembled 
iron maces. For thirteen days in the month of October they grap¬ 
pled in this fashion, without food or sleep, and on the fourteenth 
day weakness overcame Jarasandha. 

“He is tired,” Krishna shouted to Bhima. “Fight only with your 
arms. Use your strength to match his!” 

Bhima shouted back, “Why? Let me finish him off!” 

“Go ahead,” replied Krishna. “Show us your strength.” 

Bhima lifted the mighty Jarasandha, whirled him a hundred 
times above his head, pressed his knee against the king’s spine, 
and snapped it in two. Jarasandha roared, and Bhima roared; and 
t e cries spread terror in Magadha. Many children' were premat¬ 
urely born, and the citizens feared that the Himalayas were crum¬ 
bling Riding in Jarasandha’s chariot, Krishna went to release the 
imprisoned kings. 

We have everything now—weapons, allies, fame, soldiers, 

plan,” said Arjuna to Yudhishthira. “All we need is to fill the 
treasury.” 

^ u ^xt^ SCt ° U ^* Bhima subdued the east, Sahadeva the 
south, Nakula the west, while Arjuna conquered the north. 

The time for the sacrifice has come,” said Krishna when the 
brothers returned victorious. 

At Yudhishthira’s command, thousands of houses were built for 
the invited Brahmins. Actors and dancers performed for their 
enjoyment, Give” and “Eat” were the only words heard; Yudh¬ 
ishthira distributed thousands of cattle, beds, coins, and girls. 

While the assembly of relatives and rulers sat around the sacri¬ 
ficial fire, Bhishma said, “Let the noble Krishna be worshipped at 
the opening rity^l, Our house is honoured by his presence like 
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darkness by sunlight, like a vacuum by a gust of air.” 

Krishna agreed, but the voice of Sishupala was suddenly heard. 

“Why Krishna? How are these other kings less worthy? Poor 
Pandavas, you know so little of the subtle ways of dharma. ... Is 
Krishna the eldest among us? Is he older than his father Vasudeva, 
who is here in this assembly? Is Krishna the best ally? What 
is wrong with King Drupada? Is he a guru? Have you forgotten 
Drona? Is he the great ancestor? What about Vyasa? Why shoul 
Bhishma not get the honour—he can die only if he wills to 
die. Can Krishna do that? What about Ashvatthaman, Duryodh- 
ana, Kripa? Krishna is neither priest nor guru nor king. What 
has got over you, Bhishma, that you select him? 

“And you, Krishna, you should be ashamed, accepting an hon¬ 
our you must know you do not deserve. Look at yourself, a PF^“8 
up flattery,' like a dog licking at stolen butter in a corner. 1 he 
Kurus insult you. Like giving a wife to an impotent us a 
like a stage show performed to please a blind man lS * 1 ’ 

offered to one who is not a king. We have seen through you O 
Krishna. We have seen through Yudhishthira and B is m . 
truth is coming out. You stand exposed.” ., 

Sishupala rose from his seat and walked out of t e a s 
followed by some of the other kings. 

Yudhishthira ran after him, speaking softly: “You ave sp 
most cruelly, Sishupala. You insult Bhishma by saying 
not know what dharma is. The other kings do not seem o 
Bhishma knows Krishna better than you do.” 

“Why waste words with a man who cannot understa y 
revere Krishna?” said Bhishma. “Krishna holds the univ “ se . t08 ®‘ 
ther for which reason we worship him and not others. 

Creator, the eternal; he is brave, modest, intelligent, hum e, an 
some, firm, happy, and prosperous. Whaf is .here .ha. hedoesno. 
have? Like the Gayatri among mantras, Krishna is am g 
Sishupala has the brains of a little boy. If he thinks this wors ip 
is wrong, let him show his disagreement in the proper way. 

Sahadeva spoke up. “If there is a king here who is too prou 

to worship Krishna, let him answer me! -I place my foot on his 

head.” .. 

He brought his foot forward, and a hush fell on the assembly. 

They proceeded with the ritual but, when Krishna had been pro- 
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pitiated, Sishupala, his eyes coppery red in anger, shouted: “Wha: 
are we doing here? Let us fight them!” The kings murmured arnonj 
themselves, some saying, “Let us act in a way that will show that 
this part of the rite does not have our approval.” Krishna saw 
they were up to mischief; and Yudhishthira, disturbed by thr 
sea-roaring voices, turned to Bhishma, “They are roused. Whtt 
shall we do? The sacrifice must be completed.” 

“Dogs howling at lions,” remarked Bhishma. “Let them bark." 

Old, wretched Bhishma,” shouted Sishupala, “do you threaten 
us? Like the blind following the blind, the Kurus follow you. You 
don t deceive us. So Krishna is great! You say so. Great is 
Krishna who slaughters cattle and women! Do you think we are 
fools? Lord of the universe is Krishna, wisest among men is 
Krishna—tell this to him, Bhishma, he’ll believe you. Not us! 

And do you think we don’t see through you? Always virtuous, 
always wise! Virtuous Bhishma, wise Bhishma, abducting Amba 
though her heart was given to another. Your brother Vichitra- 
virya did not marry her though you brought her to him. Was fc 
virtuous, O Bhishma, to allow another to make love to youi 
brother’s widow in your very presence? Call yourself celibate?— 
let s hope it’s not impotence. Where will you get religious merit 

is ma, you who have no son? Haven’t you heard of the hire 
that utters holy words and eats up its own eggs? 

Jarasandha refused to fight with Krishna, don’t you remember' 
ut t ey killed him, disguised as Brahmins. Virtuous Krishna! H: 
emed he was a Brahmin when Jarasandha offered to wash h - 
teet- Jr he’s lord of the universe, couldn’t he be at least a Brah 

the Pandavas believe you! How wonderfu 
u Bhishma! You women!” 

^ earc * these words and seethed with rage. Three wrinkle? 
i e the Ganga’s three tributary streams, appeared on his f 0re 
ea , he ground his teeth. He was about to leap on Sishup^' 
vvien Bhishma held him back. Sishupala never flinched, b- 
laughing said: 

Release him, Bhishma! Let him burn like an insect in the ti 
o my might. And you, Krishna, I defy you too!” 

Then Krishna spoke softly to the assembled kings: “This rtis 
is my father s sister’s son. He razed the city of Dvaraka to f 
ground. I bore it. He raped the gentle wife of Akrura; disguised j 
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King Karusha, he raped Bhadra, princess of Ujjain, the intended 
wife of Karusha. I bore it all—he is my father’s sister’s son. But 
now you see the grudge he bears me. He has shown it in front of 
you, and I shall kill him for it. This fool even wanted my wife 
Rukmini—and he failed, like a Shudra failing in the Vedas.” 

Sishupala laughed. “Why don’t you tell them the whole story, 
Krishna? Are you ashamed to do it? Let me help you. His 
Rukmini was intended to be my bride, and he abducted her. What 
sort of a man are you, Krishna, to say in front of all these res¬ 
pectable people that your wife was meant to be another’s? Like it 
or leave it, Krishna, that is the truth. Who are you to order me?” 

Even as Sishupala spoke, Krishna’s mind turned to his divine 
discus. With the chakra in his hand, he said: “A hundred times 
have I forgiven him, because his mother asked me to, and I gave 
her that boon. But no more! Now he dies!” He flung the discus 
and sliced off Sishupala’s head; Sishupala toppled like a cliff hit 
by lightning. A fierce energy gushed out of the corpse and paid 
homage to the lotus-eyed Krishna before entering his body. All 
, marvelled and were silent. 

The Rajasuya was re-commenced and completed, and Krishna 
took leave of Yudhishthira. The difficult sacrifice over, Vyasa 
appeared before Yudhishthira. “You have done well. I am pleased 
with your success.” Yudhishthira turned to his brothers and said. 

“This is the vow I take today. 

No more shall I speak harshly. 

No more distinguish jcetween my children and others’; 

No more think of war; 

Only follow dharma and gather virtue.” 

After the rites, Duryodhana stayed on at Indraprastha in the 

palace of the Pandavas, and along with Sakuni made a close ins¬ 
pection of the building. He found subtle features he had never 
seen in his own palace at Hastinapura. 

One day he stumbled on a crystal sheet on the ground. Taking 
it to be water, he pulled up his dress; all day he was ashamed of 
his silliness. Another day he mistook a pool of clear water for 
solid ground, and fell in fully clothed. Bhima and the servants 
roared with laughter. Pulled out by the servants, he was given a 
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change. Arjuna and the twins laughed too. Duryodhana kept i. 
eyes lowered and would not look at them. When he pulled up L 
new clothes to cross a piece of dry land which he mistook f: 
water, they laughed again. 

Later, thinking a closed crystal door was open, he bumped in ' 
it and staggered back reeling. Thinking an open door shut, : 
reached out to push it and feel on his face. Coming upon an op; 
door, he thought it closed, and walked away. Disgusted, he 
turned to Hastinapura. 

Shakuni one day saw him in a disturbed mood. “Why are y: 
sighing, Duryodhana?” he asked. 

Duryodhana replied to his uncle, “No one took Sishupala 
side when Krishna killed him. Frightened of the Pandavas, tfc£ 
forgave Krishna; but is that crime so easily forgivable? I c 
jealous, O Shakuni; I know I should not be, but my heart bur 
with jealousy on account of Yudhishthira. I cannot live like th 
I will throw myself into a fire or drink poison or drown my$; 
What am I, a man, a woman, a eunuch? Dhritarashtra’s g!c. 
declines, Yudhishthira’s fame grows. They laughed at r* 
Shakuni, they mocked me in their palace. O, the shame . . . .” 

“They are great fighters, those five brothers. It is no use me; 
ing them in battle. But I know of a trick that will trap Yudhis 
thira,” said Shakuni. 

“Tell me,” urged Duryodhana, “tell me at once.” 

“There is nothing Yudhishthira loves more than a gam? 
dice, although he is a bad loser. If I ask him, he won’t refuse 
am good at dice; there’s no one in the three worlds to equal r 
I can win all his kingdom from him .... But let us get Dhr 
rashtra’s permission first.” 

“That will be your business,” said Duryodhana. “I cannot 
it.” 

Accompanied by Duryodhana, Shakuni went to the t' 
Dhritarashtra who was seated on his throne. “Duryodhana is w: ,Ss 
ing away, sire. Private worries assail him. Question him, sire, 
his benefit.” 

“What is the matter, my son,” asked Dhritarashtra, “that j 
are depressed? Do the exquisite beds and lovely girls of this pa' 
fail to satisfy you?” 

“Yudhjshthira’s prosperity is my sickness,” replied Duryodfc; 
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"He gave thirty slave girls each to eighty-eight thousand snataka 
Brahmins. Thousands of others eat daily in his palace on golden 
plates. Gifts flow there, conches blow in chorus, kings visit in 
hundreds . . . Shakuni is good at dice. Give him permission to 
play against Yudhishthira.” 

"In these matters I follow the advice of my minister Vidura,” 
replied Dhritarashtra. "I will consult him and let you know.” 

Duryodhana said quickly, “Vidura will never agree. I know him. 
If you don’t give permission, I will kill myself. With me gone, you 
can rule the kingdom happily with Vidura.” 

"Very well then,” agreed Dhritarashtra, “call the architects 
and have them construct a handsome palace with a hundred doors 
and a thousand pillars. Report to me when it is ready.” Saying 
which, he sent for Vidura, whose advice he valued highly. Vidura 
hurried to the king. 

“I fear, sire, this is not a wise decision at all. A dice game will 
only engender bitterness.” 

“Let it take place, Vidura,” said Dhritarashtra. “If the gods are 
Lind, all will turn out well. With such excellent people as you, 
r Drona, and Bhishma around me, no wrong will touch us. Go, take 
a fast chariot to Indraprastha, and bring Yudhishthira here. No, 
do not argue—my mind is made up. Fate rules us all.” 

But privately he summoned Duryodhana. “Give up this idea, 
my son. Vidura is against it. And I know his advice is always 
good. Give up gambling. The dice sow discord; discord ruins a 
kingdom. Your mother and I have given you what parents should 
give sons—rank and wealth. You have received 'a fine education. 
Why are you unhappy?” 

"I am a greedy man,” replied Duryodhana. “What I have isn’t 
enough forme. They say a man has no feeling if he isn’t jealous of 
his enemy’s success .... Bhima laughed at me when I mistook 
the pool in their palace for ground—I could kill him for that! And 
when I fell in the pool, Arjuna joined in the laughter, and the 
^ sweet tones of Draupadi and her maids’ laughter followed as well. 
They insulted me! When I banged my head against the door, 
Sahadeva stepped forward, very deeply concerned, saying, ‘The 
door’s here—try this one.’ And Bhima roared. I don’t even know 
the names of the gems they have used to decorate their palace!” 

“You are my eldest son, born to my eldest wife,” said Dhrita- 
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rashtra. “Throw off jealousy! Yudhishthira isn’t jealous of you. 
Why do you look covetously on your brother’s possessions? The 
sons of Pandu are like my own arms—why are you so eager to 
lop them off? Learn the art of charity at rituals, learn how to 
satisfy your desires, enjoy the company of the palace ladies. Be 
content, my son.” 

“You speak so wisely, but nothing persuades me. The spoon 
does not taste of the food it takes to the mouth, and I do not get 
your meaning. Aren’t we in this together, like two boats tied to 
each other? Don’t you ever think of my interests? Success is what 
matters to a Kshatriya. Why are you so fastidious about dut>? 
Like the charioteer whipping his steeds into a swift gallop, the 
clever man exploits all chances in order to achieve success. Who 
is my enemy? Not he who look? like one. My enemy is the man 
who hurts me. I don’t think these doubts will disappear with time 
Either I wrest the Pandavas’ prosperity from them, or I die in thl 
attempt.” 

Shakuni said, “Gambling is my bow, the dice my arrows, their 
markings my bowstring, the dice-board my chariot.” 

“Give Shakuni permission!” insisted Duryodhana. 

“I must speak to Vidura first,” said Dhritarashtra. 

“Forget Vidura. He has sold himself to the Pandavas. Ye- 
know what he thinks of us. Two heads are a headache; nothin'^ 
gets done. A king riddled with doubt is like an insect sick with 
monsoon damp. Dice is an old game; what’s wrong with it? Le*t 
the lucky man win!” 

“I do not like the words you speak,” said Dhritarashtra. “B • 
do what you think is right. Remember there is always a price t' 
pay for doing wrong.” 

Resigning himself to fate, and moved by the persuasion of h« 
son, Dhritarashtra ordered the construction of a crystal-archc ■ 
palace spread over an area of two square miles. Vidura protcs 
ted, and Dhritarashtra continued to speak of a fate-controlle: 
universe. 

Vidufa then took a fast chariot to the capital of the Pandavas 
where Yudhishthira said to him, “You look worried, Vidura 
What is the matter? Is the king happy, are his sons obedient?” 

“Happy indeed he is, and well, and his sons are happy a: 
well,” replied Vidura. “He has asked me to invite you to Hastir 
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new palace to play a friendly game of dice with his 

sons.” 

“Gambling leads to quarrelling,” said Yudhishthira. “What is 
your opinion? We’ll follow your advice.” 

Well do I know that gambling leads to mischief, but I am sent 
here to invite you on orders from King Dhritarashtra.” 

Who will be there playing against us besides the sons of the 
king?” asked Yudhishthira. 

Shakuni, King of Gandhara, who always plays for high stakes, 
Vivinshati, Satyavrata, Chitrasena, Purumitra and Jaya ” 

A dishonest and desperate lot—but fate rules us at every step. 
How can I say no to the king’s command? Tell me what to do. My 
heart is not in it, but if the cunning Shakuni throws me a chal¬ 
lenge, I will not refuse,” said Yudhishthira. 

They set out with Draupadi for Hastinapura. Yudhishthira said 
before leaving: 

Like a shining particle blinding the eyes, 

Fate dazzles us out of reason; 

Like a doll swung by a thread, 

Man follows his fate.” 

When they came and stood before Dhritarashtra, he smelt their 
heads in the traditional manner of greeting, and was glad. Lovely 
girls came to the guest chambers when they retired and sang them 
to sleep. The voices of poets chanting woke them in the hall, 
where the other kings were already gathered. Paying them res¬ 
pects, the Pandavas sat down on clean, luxuriously cushioned 
seats. 

“We are all here,” declared Shakuni. “Throw the opening dice 
and fix the rules.” 

“Gambling is wrong,” said Yudhishthira. “It is not a Kshatriya 
game. Why are you so eager, Shakuni, to defeat us by devious 
means?” 

/ “Let us begin,” said Shakuni. 

“Even in war we play fair. Even enemies deserve better than 
devious devices.” 

Yudhishthira, said Shakuni, “when two people fight, the 
better man wins. The desire to defeat your opponent is always 
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devious. A learned person debates with another in order to prove 
his point, which is also a devious thing. But are they therefore 
dishonest? My aim is to defeat you in a dice game—let’s see who 
wins! Victory is the end. If you think that is deviousness on my 
part, leave, now.” 

“Challenged, I never retreat,” replied Yudhishthira. “We are 
pawns in the hands of fate. Let us begin. Who plays against me?” 

“I will supply the stakes,” Duryodhana said. “My uncle Shakuni 
will play.” 

“Gambling by proxy is no^ in the rules,” remarked Yudhish¬ 
thira. “You know that. But never mind; If you insist, let Shakuni 
play for you.” 

Bhishma, Drona, Kripa and the truthful Vidura sat sadly behind 
the two players. 

“This pearl and gold necklace, churned from the legendary 
ocean, is my first stake. What is yours?” 

“Many jewels, much wealth,” replied Duryodhana, “They are 
yours. Try your luck.” 

The skilful Shakuni threw the dice and exclaimed, “I win.” 

“By an unfair throw,” said Yudhishthira, “but let it pass. 
Let’s play again. I stake everything in my treasury against yours. 
Throw!” 

Again Shakuni won. 

“I stake my royal chariot, covered with tiger-skin, fitted wtih 
flags and bells, and pulled by eight moonwhite horses.” 

Throwing unfairly, Shakuni shouted, “I win.” 

“I stake my slaves, a thousand young girls, richly dressed, wear¬ 
ing golden bracelets and necklaces, skilled in the sixtyfour arts, 
especially singing and dancing.” 

Again throwing unfairly, Shakuni exclaimed, “I win.” 

“I stake all my silk-dressed servants.” 

Throwing unfairly, Shakuni exclaimed, *T win.” 

“I stake one thousand golden-girdled cloud-coloured elephants, 
with tusks like ploughshares, bodies that batter down walls, each 
with six female elephants.” 

“I stake as many chariots as elephants, together with their hor¬ 
ses, and their warriors who receive a thousand gold coins a month 
whether they fight or not.” 

“I win these too.” 
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“I stake ten thousand chariots pulled by other animals, and six- 
thousand broad-chested soldiers.” 

Throwing unfairly, Shakuni exclaimed, “I win.” 

Vhile the game was in progress, Vidura turned to Dhritarash- 



“Listen to me, sire, even if my words are bitter, like medicine to 
a dying man. When Duryodhana was born, he cried like a jackal. 
He will destroy us all. A jackal stalks our palace. Order Arjuna to 
kill him. Sacrifice a crow to get peacocks, sire; sell a jackal to buy 
tigers. Send Shakuni away: you know he is notorious for not play¬ 
ing fair.” 

“We know on whose side you are, Vidura,” Duryodhana said. 
“You never liked us. We did not know we had a snake in our laps. 
I warn you: we have had enough of barking and biting! You are 
like an unchaste wife—go, leave us.” 

But Vidura again appealed to Dhritarashtra: “Wicked mouths 
make sweet speeches. Drink the bitter medicine of truth, O King. 
Drink it, and recover your senses. I am going, but look out for the 


hate-spitting cobra in your midst.” 


Shakuni asked, “What have your left now, Yudhishthira, that is 
not already ours?” 

“Wealth? Is there any limit to mine?” replied Yudhishthira. “I 
stake all the trillions and quadrillions that I possess.” 

Throwing unfairly, Shakuni exclaimed, “I win.” 

“I stake all my horses, cows, goats and sheep in the territory 
that lies between the Parvasha and the Sindhu rivers.” 

Throwing unfairly and quickly, Shakuni exclaimed, “I win.” 

“I stake my capital, my kingdom, the wealth of all people in it 
except that of Brahmins.” 

Throwing unfairly, Shakuni exclaimed, “I win.” 

“I stake Nakula.” 


“I win.” 

“Sabadeva.” 

“Won!” 


“Bhishma and Arjuna.” 

“Won! exclaimed Shakuni. “I thought you loved them dearly 
Yudhishthira.” ’ 

“You are a scoundrel to break up brothers like this,” said Yud 
hishthira. 
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“People who lose their heads,” remarked Shakuni, “blame 
others. You have lost everything, Yudhishthira. What is now left?” 

“I am lefr,” replied Yudhishthira “I stake myself.” 

“Won!” exclaimed Shakuni. “There is still Draupadi. Use her 
as a stake to win yourself back.” 

“The slender-waisted, wavy-haired Draupadi, fragrant as an 
autumn lotus, a woman of such grace and virtue that men thirst 
for such a wife ... I stake her, Shakuni.” 

“Shame! Shame!” The assembled kings voiced the ! r agitated 
disapproval. Vidura sat with his head between his hands, like a 
witless man, gazing at the ground and sighing like a snake. Kama 
and Dushasana laughed. There were tears in the eyes of others. 

Shakuni, excited, picked up the dice and muttered, “Still left is 
Draupadi,” and shouted, “Won!” 

“Go, Vidura,” said Duryodhana, “bring the beloved wife of the 
Pandavas here. Let her sweep our rooms, and stay with our 
maids.” 

Vidura returned: “You fool, don’t you see you’re deceiving 
yourself? Don’t you see you’re standing on the brink of doom?”** 
Arrogantly, Duryodhana turned to the door-keeper. “Go, brin* 
Draupadi here. Let Vidura rave!” 

The door-keeper ran and, like a dog slinking into a lion’s cave 
entered Draupadi’s room. 

“You have been won by Duryodhana in a dice game, my pri n . 
cess. Come with me.” 

“I . . . won!” exclaimed Draupadi. “Who stakes his wife in a 
dice game? Was there nothing else to stake?” 

“First his brothers, then himself, then Yudhishthira staked 
you.” 

“Go back,” ordered Draupadi. “Go back, and ask him who h~ 
staked first, himself or me. Report to me.” 

The messenger rush*d back to the gambling hall, and spoke to 
Yudhishthira. “Sire, the princess Draupadi asks you: Who di^ 
you lose first—yourself or her?” 

Yudhishthira, like a man out of his senses, sat still, and did not 
answer. 

“Bring her here,” ordered Duryodhana. “Let her put the ques¬ 
tion to him herself. Let us have the pleasure of listening to the 
conversation.” 
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Carrying the meassage to Draupadi, the door-keeper said, 
“They order you to come there, my princess. These are evil days.” 

“It is the Creator’s wish,” said Draupadi. “But dharma will tri¬ 
umph. Go back and repeat my words to them. Tell the elders I am 
ready, to do whatever they in their great wisdom think is consis¬ 
tent with dharma.” 

When the door-keeper repeated these words before them, they 
lowered their heads and were silent. Yudhishthira secretly sent a 
loyal messenger to her asking her to appear weeping before her 
father-in-law, dressed in a single piece of cloth and with her 
navel exposed (because she was in her period). 

“Go,” shouted Duryodhana at the door-keeper. “Bring her . 

here.” . . 

Obedient to Duryodhana yet afraid of Draupadi, the door-keep¬ 
er said, “What shall I tell her?” 

“This fool is afraid of Bhima,” shouted Duryodhana, and turn¬ 
ed to Duhshasana “Go, and drag her here. These here are all our 
property. What can they do?” 

The red-eyed Duhshasana rose and went to Draupadi’s room. 
“You have been won by us, O Draupadi. Come, forget your mod¬ 
esty: accept Duryodhana. Accept us as your lords you have been 
won fairly and you are now our property.” 

Draupadi ran her hands over her pale face, and rushed in dis¬ 
tress to the ladies’ quarters. Dushasana, shouting, pursued her, 
and seized her by her long,, dark-blue, wavy hair. He dragged her 
by her hair into the assembly; she was trembling like an plantain 
tree in a storm. 

“Let me alone,” she cried faintly. “I am in my period. I am 
dressed in a single cloth.” 

But he continued to drag her by her black hair while she prayed 
to Krishna to help her. 

“In period or not, single cloth or naked, you have been won, 
and you : are our slave.” 

Her hair dishevelled, and her dress slipping, she said softly but 
with anger: “Leave me alone! What will they say? There are elders 
and learned men in the hall. Look at my condition! To drag me 
in my period before a crowd of men .... It is shameful. Where 
is the dharma of the Kurus? Why are you all silent?” 

She looked once witheringly in the direction of the Pandavas. 
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Noticing this, Duhshasana dragged her even harder, shouting 
“Slave!” and laughing. Kama laughed; and Shakuni and Duryo- 
dhana. 

Bhishma spoke: “Dharma is a subtle thing. A man with no 
wealth cannot stake another’s wealth. Can a wife be staked by her 
husband? Yudhishthira does not say that Shakuni cheated. Yudhi- 
shthira knows the difference between right and wrong. It is all 
very subtle.” 

“They cheated him,” said Draupadi. “They knew he was a bad 
loser, and they tricked him.” 

Bhima said: “Even prostitutes are not staked by gamblers .... 
When you lost us, I did not say a word—you are our elder. But 
this is wrong, to stake Draupadi is wrong! How has she deserved 
this? I will set fire to your hands, the hands that lost her. Bring me 
fire, Sahadeva!” 

“Have you lost your head, Bhima?” said Arjuna. “He is your 
eldest brother. They played fair, didn’t they? He played of his 
own will, didn’t he?” 

“If you had not said that, Arjuna, I would have dragged him 
by his hands to a fire and burnt his hands in it.” 

Vikarna, one of Dhritarashtra’s sons, addressed the assembly; 
“The princess Draupadi has spoken in front of you. Bhishma and 
Kripa, our gurus, are silent. Even Vidura does not say a word. 
Tell me, 0 kings, what is your mind. On whose side are you?” 

He rubbed his hands together and sighed like a snake. No on e 
answered. 

“Listen to me then, for I will speak as my conscience dictates. 
Hunting, drinking, gambling, and whoring are the four vices of 
kings. Under their influence, kings do irresponsible deeds. Yudhish¬ 
thira staked Draupadi in a gambling fit. She is not his wife only^ 
but of four others. He lost himself first before losing her. My con¬ 
clusion is that she is neither morally nor legally won.” 

But Kama, gesticulating wildly with his strong arms, retorted; 
“Not so fast, Vikarna! The other kings don’t seem to cjbject. I s 
Draupadi Yudhishthira’s possession, or isn’t she? Do you think 
it’s against dharma to bring her here dressed in a single cloth? 
Listen then. The gods allow one wife to a man. But Draupadi has 
five husbands. What sort of dharma is that? Even stripping a 
woman like her should not shock anyone. We have won everything 
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the Pandavas have, haven’t we? and won it fairly, haven’t we? Well, 
take off their clothes—and strip her too!” 

In front of everyone, Duhshasana seized one end of Draupadi s 

\ dress and began to pull it off her person. She cried loudly, “O 
Krishna! Soul of the universe! Creator of all life! Help me! She 
covered her beautiful face with her hands. Krishna, hearing her 
c n‘es, hurried to the gambling hall on foot. And even as she 
prayed for Krishna’s help, the god Dharma reclothed her in multi¬ 
coloured dresses. As one dress was pulled off, another appeared in 
its place, until the floor was littered with hundreds of many- 
coloured pieces of cloth. All the kings applauded. 

Bhima rose, clenching his fists and, trembling in anger, made 
a terrible vow. 

“Listen to my oath, O Kshatriya kings of the world! If I fail to 
keep it, may I lose the heaven of my ancestors! I will in battle rip 
open the breast of Duhshasana with my bare hands and drink his 
blood!” 

Duhshasana, tired and ashamed, sat down, surrounded by a heap 
of Draupadi's dresses. 

} Then the wise Vidura said, “The question of Draupadi remains 
unanswered. Let us ponder deeply, O kings, and give it an answer 
in accordance with the dictates of dharma.” 

But no one spoke; and Kama, turning to Duhshasana, said, 
“Take this slave girl Draupadi to the inner quarters. 

“Wait!” said Draupadi, as Duhshasana began to drag her. I 
have forgotten a noble duty. Revered and wise elders, I pay you 
my respects. Forgive me for not paying them when I was broug t 
in.” 

Duhshasana dragged her; she fell, and said, The times have 
indeed changed, O noble kings. I, the wife of Yudhishthira, am 
now a servant maid. Tell me if you think it right. Your words are 
full of wisdom.” 

Bhishma replied, “Have I not said already that the ways o 
dharma are subtle? Even the wisest are baffled sometimes. I do not 
know. Ask Yudhishthira. He will know if your were won or not. 

“Well,” said Duryodhana, “answer it—is she ours or not. e 
uncovered his left thigh, which was shaped like a plantain tree, 
like an elephant’s trunk, and graced with auspicious mar s, an 
showed it to Draupadi. 
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Bhima’s red eyes dilated, and he shouted: “That is the thigh I 
will smash with my own hands in the great war!” Anger crackled 
from him like sparks from a blazing tree. 

Vidura addressed the assembly: “When Bhima makes a vow, O 

kings, there is danger ahead. If Yudhishthira had staked her ’be¬ 
fore he was himself won, the game would stand. But how can a 
person.already lost stake and lose another?” 

Duryodhana said: “If Bhima, Arjuna, and the twins declari 
Yudhishthira is not their master, I shall free Draupadi.” 

“He was our master before and during the game,” Arjuna said 
I do not know whose master he was after he lost himself ” 

in the P u Uja r00m of the palace - Asses 'brayed 
B.rds shrieked. Knowing these to be fearful omens, Vidura spoke 

to the king, and Dhritarashtra said: “When you insulted the wife 
of a relative, Duryodhana, ruin overtook you ” 

He turned to Draupadi. “Chaste and virtuous Draupadi first 
among my daughters-in-law, ask me any boon.” P ’ St 

Let Yudhishthira be freed,” said Draupadi. “Let no one sav m, 
son Prativindhya was the son of a slave.” y my 

“It will be done. Ask another boon ” said Dhritarashtra 

Free Bhima and Arjuna and the twins, and restore to them 
their bows and chariots.” 0 taecn 

“Ask a third,” said Dhritarashtra. 

That would be too much,” Draupadi said. “I do not deserve 
th,rd boon. It is said that a Vaishya may ask one boon, a Ksha, 3 

hundred^Th”" 0 “ * Sha ‘ riya Warrior ^d a Brahmin. 

my help.'” y °° W free_they wUI flnd P«»Perity without 

“Never have we heard of such selflessness,” said Kama “Sh* 
has rowed the drowning Pandavas to safety.” “ e 

Bhima looked around fiercely, but Arjuna pacified him “Gooh 
self-respect!” 6 ' “ d Wr ° Dg - ReVenge d ° eS go with 


Yudjishthim. came forward and help Bhima’s arms. “Enough 
Bhima! He approached Dhritarashtra with folded palms 
“Command us, sire.” P 

“Go in peace,” said Dhitarashtra. “The axe chooses wood 
not stone. I speak to you .because you are open to advice; Dury 0 ! 
dhana isn’t. Only the worst in men is brought out by quarrels. The 
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good do good to others without expecting good to be done to 
them. Look at me, Yudhishthira, I am old and blind. I allowed the 
dice game because I wished to see the virtues and defects of my 
children. And I now know that you are virtuous, Arjuna is patient, 
Bhima brave, and the twins loyal. Go back to Indraprastha, and 
live in peace with your cousins. Cultivate virtue. 

Cheerfully the brothers prepared to return to their capital. 

But Duryodhana, Shakuni and Kama conspired, and approached 
Dhritarashtra with sweet and cunning words. 

“Remember Brihaspati’s words: Kill your enemies by any 
means at your disposal. The Pandavas will destroy us 1 t ey 
go free. Look at Arjuna, lifting his divine bow and casting 
hostile glances at us Do you think they will evw forgive the insult 
to Draupadi? Allow us one more dice game, the bet this ti g 

forest exile for twelve years, the thirteenth year to . ® S p®“. 
known in a kingdom. Let’s play once more, yen 1 
survive the exile, we’ll have a large army waiting to defeat them 

on their return.” 

Drona^^/idura^'and^oth^rs^protested^but the food king turned 

^rhen'^frty:. messenger informed Vudhishthira oHUe king^ 

new decision, Yudhishthira said, Such is fate. turne( j to the 

but I cannot refuse the king.” Saying which, he returned to the 

gambling hall and sat down to play. 

Shakuni explained the bet, adding that if t * e * dditional twelve . 

nized in the thirteenth year, they must go for returned 

year exile as penalty, and that their kingdom w 

to the exiles if the thirteen years were successfully completed. Let 

Yudhishthira agreed to the conditions. Shakuni cast the dice, 

and said to Yudhishthira, “I win.” . .. 

The Pandavas began preparing at once for their 8 ^ ^ 

discarded their royal robes and put on deer-skms. dhana 

claimed: “Now begins the unchallenged supremacy of y * 

The Pandavas are finished! Draupadi has eunuchs fo • 

Bhima strode toward him like a Himalayan lion towari® jackal 
“Villainous swine! I promise you I shall pierce y° ur ear ' 

And the others who now follow you—I shall pack t em o o e 
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land of the dead.” 

Duhshasana saw Bhima strutting helplessly, and loudly said: 
“Cow! Cow!” 

As the Pandavas moved out of the hall, Duryodhana mimicked 
the majestic walk of Bhima, who turned and said: 

“I will kill Duryodhana with my mace, and crush his head 
underfoot. Arjuna will kill Kama, and Sahadeva will kill Shakuni. 
And like a lion I will drink Duhshasana’s blood!” 

Then Yudhishthira said: “To all I bid farewell—to Bhishma, 
Drona, Vidura, Kripa, Dhritarashtra and his sons, Yuyutsu, San- 
jaya and the courtiers. I bid you farewell . . . but I shall return.” 

Draupadi went to Kunti to receive her blessings. “Go safely, 
my daughter,” said Kunti. Dressed in a bloodstained single piece 
of cloth, hair dishevelled, the weeping Draupadi left her mother- 


Immediately anxiety overcame Dhritarashtra, and he summoned 
vidura. Tell me about them. How did they leave?” 

Yudhishthira left covering his face,” replied Vidura. “Bhima 
exed his arms, Sahadeva smeared his face, not wanting to b e 
recognized. Nakula covered himself with dust. And Draupadi 

m i ^ l bl00dstained dreS3 > weeping. The citizens followed 
them in loud lament.” 
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The Pandavas took the road north, followed by the sorrowing and 
murmuring citizens. “Why do you leave us, we who loved you? 
What shall we do without you to guide us?” 

“We are fortunate,” said Yudhishthira, “in having the love of 
the citizens. But we ask you to return, and to be loyal to our 
grandfather Bhishma, the King, Vidura, and my mother, who too 
are stricken with sorrow. Do not waste pity on us You have come 
far enough.” 

“Alas!” moaned the citizens. “Alas, O King.” 

The citizens retraced their steps, and the Pandavas drove their 
chariots to the giant banyan called Pramana on the banks of the 
Ganga, where they purified themselves by touching the sacred 
water, and spent the night. 

But Yudhishthira next morning was afflicted with remorse. 
“How can 1 look you straight in the eyes, who out of love suffer 
for my mistakes?” Tears came to his eyes. A wise Brahmin, 
Saunaka, skilled in Samkhya Yoga, consoled him: 

“Grief and fear strike daily. 

They strike only the foolish, never the wise, 

Never a man like you, gifted with the eight qualities. 

Disease, effort, greed, and contact with pain-producing objects 
These cause suffering. 

There are drugs to cure disease, and yoga curbs greed, 

Sweet words and sweet objects do the rest. 

Like a red-hot steel rod thrust in water, 

The restless mind sticks itself in the body. 

Like water quenching fire, knowledge cools the mind. 

The mind at peace, the body relaxes also. 

Desire is the root! 

For desire breeds love of worldly things, 

Desire breeds fear. 

As a little fire pushed in a tree trunk 
Moving, consumes the roots, 

Desire, however little, grows, devouring dharma. 

The runner away is not the renouncer, 

But he who stays in the world with clear vision. 

Desire neither friends nor wealth, 

Desire not even yourself. 
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Knowledge is the great extinguisher. 

Knowledge is the lotus-leaf, unstained by slime. 
Terrible is the thirst of desire, 

A worm in the heart. 

Like a flaming log consuming itself, 

Desire consumes the soul. 

Like life dreading death, 

Wealth dreads king, thief, water, fire, and relatives; 
Like food devoured in air by birds, 

On the ground by beasts, in water by fish, 

Wealth is devoured by fate. 

Like the light-loving moth falling in flame, 

Man falls into temptation, moved by desire. 

And he rolls like a wheel, endlessly rolling, 

A wanderer from one birth to Another. 

Ignorant of himself, searching for himself 
Now in Brahma, now in a grass blade, 

Now in water, now on land, now in the air.” 


an^klll'^Wh^T g °"J Dhritarashtra sadly summoned Vidura, 
and asked: What do we do now?’ 5 

Ka “ a f° d M6ksha are the three pillars of a kingdom,” 

£ Ura y ? DOt Say WheD Dur y° d han a was born, Cast him 
away. He mil bring us rum. But you would not listen. Let Duryo- 

dhana, Shakum and Kama implore the Pandavas to return. And 
ask Duhshasana to beg forgiveness of Bhima and Draupadi in the 
open court. That is my advice; but use your wisdom ” 

f ° r 5® Pandavas > Vida ra ” said Dhritarashtra, 
and I do not find myself in agreement with you. Do you expect 

me to abandon my son for the sake of the sons of Pandu? They 
are my' sons, too; but Duryodhana is nay own flesh and blood. I love 
you, Vidura, but you do not give me straight advice in this matter. 

Stay if you like-or leave me, like an unfaithful wife her 
husband. 

Muttering, “This house is doomed,” Vidura went to meet the 
Pandavas. 

From the banks of the Ganga, the Pandavas moved to the land 
of Kurukshetra, bathed in the Yamuna and Sarasvati, and travel- 
led to the western forests, where they lived, among birds and deer 
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and ascetics. Here Vidura found Yudhishthira sitting with Drau- 
padi in a secluded part of the forest, in the company of his 

brothers and a few Brahmins. M 

“Like medicine an ill man, my advice displeases the King, 
said Vidura. “I failed to convince him. He looks at me like a 
young bride at a husband of sixty. The race is ruined, doom is 

ccrtB 

After Vidura had left, Dhritarashtra repented and fell down 
unconscious. Regaining his senses, he called Sanjaya.^Bnng my 
brother back. He is like the god Dharma himself. He wep 

b 'When Vidura returned, Dhritarashtra took him by his side and 
smelt his forehead. “Forgive me, Vidura, I spoke very ar 

W “You 0 are 0 my elder,” said Vidura. “You are always forgiven. I 

love your son too, sire, but my heart went out to the Pandava 

in their distress.” . - u 

Learning of Vidura’s return, Duryodhana began to cha . 
told Shakuni, Kama and Duhshasana, “Vidura has gone 
thePandavas. Should they return, I’ll fast or poison myself. 1 
commit suicide rather than see them restored to authority. 

“Why do you worry?” said Shakuni. “They have give „ 

word to stay in exile. AH we need do is keep ey . e “j ways 
“And if they should return,” Kama added, there s al y 

another dice game.” , d 

Duryodhana moved his face away. “Perhaps we s 
overtake them, and kill them now, and put an en o 

blem,” Kama said. . . . Rut 

“Good!” the others shouted, and rushed to their ch ' 
Vvasa getting to know their intentions by his divine vision, a PP 
ed and ordered them back; after which he went to Dhritarasht a 
“I come accompanied by the sage Maitreya, who has bee 
the Pandavas very recently,” said Vyasa. "Order your so 
listen to his advice, or face the threat of a terrible curse. 

Maitreya turned to Duryodhana and said softly, Wha y 
is for yoQr good. The Pandavas are powerful warriors -they have 
already slain the rakshasas led by Hidimba and Kirmira. aras 
andha was killed by Bhima. It is folly to be their enemy. Ma e 
peace with them.” 
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Duryodhana slapped his splendid thigh, smiled, made patterns 
on the ground with his foot, and was silent. 

His eyes red with anger, Maitreya touched water, and cursed 
Duryodhana: “May the bitter fruits of insolence fall on your 

head! When the great war comes, Bhima’s mace will smash your 
thigh into pulp.” J 

Dhritarashtra tried to pacify the sage, but Maitreya said “The 
curse remains unless peace is made with the Pandavas ” 

rakshasaKtoiif Dbri,araShtra ' “ tt " » how Bhima alewthe 

* word wi,h 

Learning of the Pandavas’exile, various tribes-the Vrishnis 
Bhojas, and Andhakas-and the Kaikeya brothers and Draunadi’s 
relatives, visited them in the forest. With Krishna at th m u a 
they sat around Yudhishthira. -Let us 

thira to his throne,” said Krishna, and spoke at leneth nn lL 
crimes of Dhritarashtra’s sons. P gth th 

Lotus-eyed Draupadi appeared and addressed Krishna “The 
sages say you are the only Prajapati, the creator of the universe 

yoPr^TfT Sb,Va:thethree ^are your womb and 

“° Krishna, they dragged me, the sister of Dhrishtadvumna 
the wife of the Pandavas, during my period, stained with blood’ 

m Hth Sm8 e r ^?~ they dra 88 e d me in front of all the 
kmgs-and the sons of Dhritarashtra laughed at me! They wanted 

to make me their slave by force! And my husbands sat through 
it unmoving! Shame on Bhima, shame on Arjuna! Dosen’t 
dharma say a husband should protect his wife’s honour? Others 
they protect—me they couldn’t! 

“Have I not given them five sons? And don’t I deserve protec 
tion at least on that account? Shame on Arjuna’s magic bow that 
slept while I was dragged in my period through the hall. Shame 
on Bhima’s strength! Poison he could drink, serpents he could 
kill, Kunti he could save from the burning lacquer house, but me 
he could not protect! I was seized by my hair, Krishna, while the 
Pandavas watched, the brave Indras, my own husbands!” 

Her tears fell on her gracefully-rounded breasts; she sighed, 
wiping her eyes, and continued bitterly: “I have neither husbands’ 
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nor sons, nor friends, nor father. I do not even have you, O 
Krishna, for you also are silent. Are there not four reasons for 
you to protect me?—are we not related? don’t you respect me? are 
we not friends? are you not my lord?” 

Krishna replied: “Just as you weep now, fair lady, so will weep 
the wives of those who made you angry, when they see their 
husbands dead, pierced with, arrows. I will do all I can tor the 
Pandavas—I give you my word.” 

Draupadi cast a side glance at Arjuna. 

“It will indeed be as he says,” remarked Arjuna. “Lovely-eyed 
wife, it cannot be otherwise:” 

Dhristadyumna added: “I will kill Drona, Shikhandin will kill 
Bhishma. 1 promise you this, my sister. With Krishna to help us, 
we are invincible.” 

“AH this would never have happened if I hadn t been away 
in Dvaraka,” said Krishna to Yudhishthira. “I would have reveal¬ 
ed to you all the evils of gambling. I would have shown you how 
dice becomes an obsession ... .As it is, I was attacking the city 
of King Shalva, where I killed Damaghosha, the son of Sishupala, 
because he insulted me at the Rajasuya ritual. In my absence, 
hearing that Damaghosha had been killed, Shalva invaded my 
capital Dvaraka, and slaughtered many young heroes. ‘Where is 
the swine Krishna,’ he kept shouting, ‘the killer of my brother 
Sishupala? Where is the brave Krishna who slew my unprepared 
boy of a brother, and not even on a field of battle?’ Abusiqg me 
in this manner, he left, but I pursued him and cornered him on 
an island. It was then that I was brought news of the dice game, 
and I immediately rushed to Hastinapura.” 

Honoured by Yudhishthira and Bhima, embraced by Arjuna, 
saluted by the twins, and tearfully worshipped by Draupadi, 
Krishna mounted his golden chariot and left with Subhadra and 
Abhimanyu. 

“Twelve years in these forests,” Yudhishthira said to his 
brothers, “twelve years of loneliness. But let us pick a lovely spot 
where birds, deer, flower and fruit are, where holy men visit, and 
let us make it our home. Let us go to the sacred lake Dvaitavana. 


They dwelt in the sacred woods of Dvaita, 

Full of flowering palm, mango, and kartiikara, 
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Where peacocks, chakoras and kokilas sang. 

Pouring forth sweetness from the tallest tress. 

Where hill-huge elephants, wet with rutting juice. 

Passed by; 

Where matted-haired ascetics. 

Clad in tree-bark, silently contemplated. 

Like Indra in heaven were the Pandavas in that forest. 

To the forest every day flocked Brahmins, chanting from the Ved¬ 
as, the Yajur, Rig, and Sama. 

“What is a Kahatriya without a Brahmin,” said the sage Vaka 
one evening to Yudhishthira in the presence of other Brahmins, 
but an elephant without a driver? When a Brahmin and a Kshat- 
nya join hands, even the earth bows. Always have a Brahmin to 
adv 1Se you O Yudhishthira, and your fame will spread in the 
three worlds. It is well known that you respect Brahmins highly.” 

Another evening Draupadi said to Yudhishthira: “Do you re¬ 
member, my husband, that only Duryodhana, Kama, Shakuni and 
Duhshasana showed no sorrow when we left? All the others shed 
tears. Are you not moved to anger seeing young Nakula exiled? 
Can you forgive those who insulted Sahadeva? What about me*> 
Has all feeling deserted you? Are you a Kshatriya or'not? Is a 
Kshatriya ever expected to forgive his enemies? Kill them. Do it 
now! This isn’t the time for forgiveness. The soft man is pushed 
aside; the fierce one prevails. You have been soft too long- learn 
to be fierce now.” 

Yudhishthira replied: 


r 


“True, passion destroys some, and helps others. 
But anger suppressed is the highest success. 
Anger indulged is the father of ruin. 

Draupadi, my beautiful wife. 

Anger is pure waste, anger is loss of heaven. 
How will the world run 
If bitterness rewards bitterness. 

Injury is returned for injury, hate for hate. 

If fathers suspect sons, sons suspect fathers, 

If trust disappears between husband and wife? 
Forgiveness is the only virtue, 
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Forgiveness is sacrifice, forgiveness is the Vedas, 
Forgiveness is our tradition; 

Forgiveness is Brahma, forgiveness is truth, 
Forgiveness is penance, forgiveness is holiness, 
Forgiveness holds the world together. 

/ Do not argue me away from forgiveness, my wife, 

Forgiveness and gentleness are the virtues of the wise. 


“Whatever you say about dharma must be true,” remarked 
nronnoHi *‘T Vnnw that dharma, protected, protects, that for the 



* the Creator plays with us, like a child playing with a clay toy, 
now mean, now loving. Why do the good suffer, why do the wick¬ 
ed prosper? Why is vicious Duryodhana prospering? If it is God s 
will that this be so, then guilt attaches to God too. If man is free 
to do as he likes, why is he free to do so much wrong and so little 

good?” . ... , 

“How pleasing are your sentences, Draupadi, said Yudhish- 

thira, “how charmingly constructed, how persuasive. Yet how 
cynical. I do not act thinking of rewards, my wife—I give because 
it is my duty to give, I perform sacrifices because I feel it is my 
duty to do so. I admire good men, so I try to be good myself. The 
man who has an eye on the fruit of action, does business in dhar¬ 
ma. How can he be called virtuous? Nor does cynicism help, for 
it corrodes action at the start, and aborts virtuous benefits. Like 
a ship to merchants wishing to cross the ocean, virtue is a ferry to 
heaven. If rituals, celibacy, charity, honesty and study of the scrip¬ 
tures are useless, why does generation after generation continue 
to cherish and practise them? Even the gods, rakshasas, sages and 
gandharvas cherish dharma. It is a mystery why virtuous acts 
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should sometimes be fruitless: there are some things man cannot 
explain.” 

“It was not my intention to run down dharma,” said Draupadi. 
“Why should I disparage the Creator? Great grief makes me inco¬ 
herent—but listen to me once again, please. What is life without 
action? Let action be your virtue. Like the unfired clay pot in water, 
the lazy man is dissolved in life, he is nothing. Oil comes from 
sesame seeds, curds from milk, and virtue from right action. 
Doesn’t Manu the lawgiver preach action? Without action, where is 
success? The shrewd man knows his enemy, and takes steps to 
subdue him. I repeat all this, my husband, as I heard it from a 
learned Brahmin who was my father’s counsellor; I would sit on 
my father’s lap, and listen to the sweet truths that flowed from 
his lips.” 

Bhima sighed and said: “What do we gain by living in exile? Dur- 
yodhana took our kingdom away by cheating, like a dung-eating 
jackal stealing from a lion. What’s a promise, broken or kept? 
Dharma practised for the sake of dharma always brings suffering- 
he’s a fool who doesn’t know what dharma is for. Clever men 
know how to bribe, like fowlers tempting birds with scraps of 
meat. Others have other ways. Why don’t we use force and wrest 
our kingdom back?” 

Yudhishthira listened patiently; then he spoke, slowly “What 
you say is true. And I do not complain though your words are 
like arrows. Only my folly is responsible for your exile. Why 
should I blame you, Bhima, for the language you use? I blame the 
workings of fate. But this I repeat: dharma is greater than life it¬ 
self. A kingdom, sons, glory, and wealth do not add up to even a 
sixteenth part of dharma.” * 

“Short is life, my brother,” said Bhima. “Like froth on the 
ocean, like fruit falling, we live in time, whose stream takes us all 
away, even taking away death. Each time the eye pencil picks up 
a grain, the quantity of collyrium decreases. If we waste thirteen 
years in the forest, we are thirteen years closer to death. How can 
you counsel patience? Act now! Let us be Kshatriyas. Let us kill 
them.” 

But Yudhishthira insisted on patience; and after some time, 
recalling the words of Vyasa, he called Arjuna to him in private. 
He took Arjuna’s hands in his, smiled, and said gently: “You 
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V 


know, Arjuna, that Bhishma, Drona, Kama and Kripa between 
them know all that there is to know about the use of weapons, 
whether of attack or defence. Because I have great hopes in you, 
F I will give you the mantra revealed to me by Vyasa in order that 
you may obtain the favour of the gods. Practise fierce asceticism, 
/ Arjuna. Take your bow and sword, and go north dressed in arm¬ 
our. Let nothing stop you. Indra has all the divine weapons put in 
his trust by the gods. Go to him: he will give them to you. 

Draupadi said to him as he was about to depart: “May Kunti’s 
wish be accomplished! May we never be born Kshatriyas again. 
May the spirits of the earth, the sky and heaven protect you on 

your journey.” ., 

Crossing many dangerous territories, Arjuna reached the world 
of Indra in the sacred Himalayas. A voice from the skies shouted. 
He looked around quickly, and saw in front of him. sitting under 
a tree, a rust-coloured, matted-haired holy man, from whose body 
light flashed out. 

“Why all the armour, my child? he asked. “You will not need 
. the weapons of war here. Throw them away.” 

But Arjuna stood firm. 

“Well,” said the Brahmin, pleased. “I am Indra. Ask your 

boon.” , , , 

Arjuna bowed and folded his hands before the thousand-eyed 

god. “Teach me the use of all the weapons.” 

“You come to the wrong place. You do not need the weapons 

of war here. Ask for heaven instead.” 

“I am not interested in becoming a god, and I am not interested 
in heaven. My brothers are waiting for me how can I shamelessly 

leave them behind?” said Arjuna. 

“Very well,” said Indra. “You will get the divine weapons when 
you see the three-eyed, trident-carrying Shiva. Till then, do as you 
like.” Saying which, Indra disappeared, and Arjuna remained 
where he was, practising the fiercest asceticism for a glimpse of 
Shiva. 

When the vision was granted and the weapons obtained, Arjuna 
went to the city of Indra. A city of perennial flowers and sacred 
trees, and the garden called the Nandana, where apsaras sported, 
a garden for the virtuous. None entered it who mocked ritual, or 
were mean, or drank immoderately, or ate impure meat, or slept 













148 THB MAHABHARATA 

with their gurus’ wives. 

Humbly Arjuna bent his head before Indra, who first made him 
sit on the edge of his resplendent throne, and then sat him on his 
lap. Arjuna blazed in glory like a second Indra. Affectionately 
Indra ran his fragrant hands over Arjuna’s face, and smiled to see 
his son, yet did not appear to smile. The more he looked, the more 
it delighted him to look. Father and son shone, like the sun and 
moon on the fourteenth day of the dark fortnight. The Gandhar- 
vas sang songs. The lotus-eyed, sage-seducing apsaras, among 
them Menaka, Gopali, and Urvashi, danced. Slim-waisted and 
large-hipped, they shook their large breasts as they moved, casting 
amorous glances at the spectators. 

All the weapons were collected, including the thunderbolt of 
Indra, and Arjuna, at his father’s command, spent five years in 
heaven, enjoying all manner of luxurious pleasures. 

Meanwhile Indra had noticed Arjuna’s interest in Urvashi and 
he said privately to the king of the Gandharvas, Chitrasena:’ “Go 
to Urvashi, the best of the apsaras, and tell her. because Arjuna 
has skilled himself in all the arts of war, I wish her to instruct him 
now in the subtleties of love.” 

Chitrasena smiled at the reclining Urvashi. “You have heard of 
Arjuna, graceful, handsome, and disciplined; quickwitted, brave 
and virtuous; respectful, modest, and discriminating; truthful, elo¬ 
quent, faithful, and admired. O Urvashi, Indra commands that he 
be given a taste of the joys of heaven. Arjuna loves you—give him 
your favour.” 

Urvashi smiled. “How can I help loving a man with such a list 
of virtues!” 

She rose, bathed, and adorned herself with ornaments and 
divinely-scented garlands. In her imagination she dreamed of 
Arjuna lying with her in a bed covered with celestial sheets. 

In the deepening twilight and early moonrise, she left fo r 
Arjuna’s house. 

In her soft braids were clusters of flowers; 

, Delicate eye gestures and a moon-rivalling face. 

As she walked, her full sandal-scented breasts, 

Finely curved, supporting a gold necklace, 

Trembled; 
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The weight of her breasts bent her three-fold waist. 

She stooped at every step; 

Lovely her loins, abode of Kamadeva, 

High and round her hips, hill-shaped her lower region. 
Adorned with gold chains,— 

Sensuous seduction for a saint; 

Her feet flat-soled. 

Her toes copper-bright and curved like tortoise shells, 
Tinkling with little bells; 

Her breath slightly heady with wine and desire, 

Her dress a fine and filmy cloth. 

Through which glowed her body like the moon through cloud. 


Reaching Arjuna’s palace, she sent word by messenger and en¬ 
tered. Arjuna, embarrassed, came out to welcome her, and, seeing 
her modestly closed his eyes, offering her the deference generally 
reserved for a superior. “Look upon me as your servant, O 

Urvashi.” . , . A ., , 

\ - Flattered, she repeated to him all that Chitrasena had told her. 

'// “When I danced, Arjuna, you had eyes for me only. Your virtues 
have fascinated my heart, and I am in love with you. I come here 
to serve your pleasure.” 

Arjuna covered his ears with his hands. “But you are an apsara 
of heaven. You are my superior, lovely lady. You are like Kunti 
to me, like Indra’s Queen Shashi. True, I had eyes for you only 
when you danced. But with reason, for I said to myself: This lovely 
t girl is the mother of the Puru race. You are the parent of my race: 
it is not right that you have any but motherly feelings for me.” 

“l am an apsara, Arjuna,” she replied. “I enjoy complete free¬ 
dom. Many sons and grandsons of the Puru race have indeed 
enjoyed me, but without blame. Do not send me away. I love you. 
Take me.” 

“Urvashi, listen to me! You are to me like Kunti and Shashi, 

* you are a woman I honour. You are like my mother to me; look 
upon me as your son. I prostrate myself at your feet.” 

Anger suffused her; she shook her head, her brows contracted, 

' and she cursed him. “Because you reject a girl who comes to you 
commanded by your father and also out of her own love for you, 
a woman stricken with love—for this insult, Arjuna, you will 
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pass your days unwanted by women, and impotent, mocked as a 
eunuch.” 

Her lips still quivering, her whole body trembling, she returned 
to her house. Arjuna went to Chitrasena and narrated the incident .1 
to him, repeatedly referring to the curse. Chitrasena reported it to 
Indra himself. Indra called Arjuna and said: 

“Blessed is the mother of such a disciplined son. Even the sages 
are humbled by your performance. Do not worry, Arjuna: the 
curse will be of help to you in the thirteenth year of your exile. 
You will then spend one year as a eunuch dancer, before returning 
to normal.” s 


While Arjuna was with Indra, the Pandavas passed their time 

m the forest of Kamyaka. Arjuna’s absence troubled them often 

and when the sage Brihadashva paid them a visit, Yudhishthira 
grieved before him: a 

“ Is there a king more unfortunate than I? Has anyone heard 
of such misfortune as mine? I am the most wretched of men ” 
Brihadashva narrated the story of Nala and Damayanti to him 
saying, when he finished: ^ 


What is the point in grieving? The story of Nala’s misfortunes 
drives away others’ misfortunes. As for the other fear you H Vt v 
with-your lack of skill in dice—I will teach you all there is m 
know about the game.” ° 

Imparting knowledge of the science of gambling to Yudhish 
thira, he left. 

From other Brahmins and travellers Yudhishthira learnt that 
Arjuna was still engaged in the practice of severe asceticism, livi 0 . 
sometimes only on air. “Without him,” he thought, “nothin, 
pleases. Without the blue-skinned Arjuna, even the loveliness 
the Kamyaka forest fades.” 

“Let us leave this forest,” said Sahadeva, “and migrate t„ 
another.” ° 


Accompanied by Brahmins, they set out to see the holy places 
of pilgrimage, visiting many mountains, rivers, towns, and forests 
dipping their hands in many sacred waters, till they came to the* 
source of the Ganga, the sacred river Alakananda, whose descent 
Shiva received in his matted hair. Here they worshipped, and r<s 
sumed tjiejr journey. 
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Exhausted because she was unused to travel on foot, Draupadi 
collapsed after the second mile; her lovely thighs pressed against 
each other for support, she leaned, and fell down. Seeing her 
sway like a creeper, Nakula ran to help her. The others rushed to 
her side. “She was used to fine beds in luxurious rooms in our 
palace. Now, because of my folly, she lies prostrate on the 
ground, her soft feet and lotus face dark-blue with strain 

Revived by the fanning of palm leaves and moisture-laden 
breezes Draupadi opened her eyes. They rested her on a deer-skin, 
aid ,he twins began massaging her henna-decorated feet wt.h the,t 

b0 "ltoe 6 '^ r s e ,m h ma S ny mountains ahead of us,” said Yudhish- 

thira to Bhima. “How will she manage? 

“I will carry you, the twins, and Draupad, on my back, , you 
like ” replied Bhima. “Or, better still, if you allow me I w.ll sum- 
mon the mighty Ghatotkacha and his rakshasas to catty us 

“'No sooner had Bhima thought of his son than Ghatotkacha 
appeared before him, and picked up Draupad, while the other 
rakshasas carried the Pandava brothers. In this way they passed 

through many territories, saw the holy mountain Ka'lasa, beside 

which was the ashrama of Brahma, where celestial flowers and 
fruits blossomed. 

Here they saw the round-trunked jujube, 

Fresh, thickly-shaded, and salubrious, 

Giant-boughed, wide-spreading, and lustrous, 

Flowering with delicious honey-dripping iruit. 


Delighted, they lived there for six nights, happy because Drau¬ 
padi was happy, and waiting for Arjuna to return. 

On the sixth day a wind blew from the north-east, 

Bringing a sun-bright, thousand-petalled lotus. 

Draupadi saw it on the ground, 

Excellently fragrant. 

“Look, Bhima, look 

At this magical lotus, source of all iragrance. 

I shall give it to Yudhishthira. 
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Get me some more.” 

Eager to please her, 

Bhima went hastily north, pushing against the wind. 

Like a lion enraged, or a rutting elephant. 

Carrying his gold-worked bow and snake-fierce arrows. 

Fearless, unwearied, and single-minded. 

Climbing the mountain, he reached the high slopes 
Rich with lush vegetation. 

On he moved. 

His ears filled with the songs of male kokilas 

And the hum of bees, his face fanned by lotus perfumes 

Gentle as a father’s caress. 

He brushed past the seven-leaved tree. 

With clouds on its sides, the mountain danced, 

Necklaces of pearls were its murmuring rivulets- 
Waterfalls fell, like filmy dresses unfastened; 

Peacocks strutted to the music of apsaras’ bangles; 

Cheerfully he ranged through networks of creepers* 

Watched by the fearless grass-chewing deer, 

Watched also by yakshas and gandharvas 
Sitting unseen with their husbands on the’ mountain 
Enamoured of his golden body, his lion cait 
His fierce eyes; ’ 

and he thought to himself, 

I must get the flowers soon, before the twins come searching ’ 
So he moved fast, and the ground trembled, 8 

The elephants panicked, crushing lion, deer,’ and tiger- 
Uprooted and smashed were the trees, creepers ravaged 
As Bhima like a thundercloud moved up the mountain ’ 

He tore up plantain trees and flung them from him 
While the beasts howled, and wet-winged birds flew un 
Then he saw the lake: 

a lake of lotus and lily, 

Surrounded by swaying plantain trees. 

Plunging in, he played in the water; 
then moved on. 

He blew his conch shell and slapped his arms; 

He shouted; 

?nd the caves roared, 
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The lions roared, and the elephants trumpeted. 

Hanuman, hearing the noise, knowing Bhima to be his brother, 
lay on the narrow path, blocking it for the safety of Bhima. He 
yawned, and flicked his long tail, resembling the sacrificial pole 
oflndra, like a whip lash. The noise reverbrated through the 
mountains and the long-haired tail uprose like a banner. Bhima 
saw Hanuman’s small lips, red ears, copper face and tongue, quick 
eyes, and the sharp teeth. He lay across the path like a sleeping 
flame. Bhima shouted. The birds and beasts stood still, terrified. 

Hanuman turned gently, opened half a pink eye, and said, “I 
am ill and resting. Why do you disturb me? Monkey I might be, 
but I can do with some respect.” 

“I am a Kshatriya, my name is Bhima. Who are you?” 

“I am a monkey who likes to lie in your path. It is healthier for 
you to go back.” 

“You are proud, monkey,” said Bhima. “I am good at teaching 
lessons.” 

“I am ill,” said Hanuman. “Go away. Or if you can, jump over 

jU" 

“Jump over you?” said Bhima. “Are you mad? Insult a sleeping 
soul? Jump like Hanuman over the ocean? Never.” 

“Who’s Hanuman?” 

“My brother, son of the wind god, the monkey in the Rama- 
yana,” replied Bhima. “My strength is like his. So get up. Fight!” 
“I am the wind god’s son too, and my name is Hanuman.” 

“ My brother!” exclaimed Bhima, clasping Hanuman lovingly. 
“I am fortunate to be so favoured. Show me your admirable body 
that I may know for certain.” 

Bhima marvelled seeing the awesome body; and when Hanuman 
left, he resumed his search for the thousand-petalled lotus. 

Near the Kailasa mountain lay the lovely lake, 

Wood-fringed and guarded by rakshasas, 

7 Filled with golden lotuses and green lilies. 

“Who are you?” enquired the rakshasas. “You come dressed as 
an ascetic, yet fully armed.” 

“My name is Bhima. I am the son of Pandu. I come to take the 


_ 
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thousand-petalled lotus, which pleased my wife Draupadi.” 

“But this is the world of Kubera, the god of wealth,” they said. 
“Mortals subject to death cannot come alive here. Take his permis¬ 
sion first before you take the lotus.” J 

“I do not see Kubera here,” said Bhima. “And I am a Kshatriya. 

I do not run to people to get their permission. This lake is made 
by a waterfall. It is nature’s free gift. Why should I ask him first?” 

Saying this, he jumped into the lake. “Don’t! Don’t!” the 
rakshasas shouted, but he swam further in. They rushed at him, 
shrieking, “Capture him!” “Kill him!” “Eat him!” But. he fought 
back and killed a hundred of them, strewing their bodies beside 
the lake; and the rest fled. 

He drank the sweet waters. 

He plucked the thousand-petaljed lotuses. 

Kubera smiled, and Bhima played. 

At that time a fierce wind rose; and meteors shot across the 
heavens. Dust blotted out the wan sun; the points of the heavens 
reddened; birds and beasts wailed in the all-covering darkness. 

“Where is Bhima?” Y udhishthira asked Draupadi. “Fighting 
somewhere? Look at the terrible omens.” 

“He’s searching for the thousand-petalled lotus to give to me.” 
Draupadi replied. 

“Let us go and find him.” 

They came upon Bhima angrily splashing, with his mace uplifted, 
in the lotus-lovely lake, around him bodies of rakshasas and yak- 
shaswith arms, thighs, and heads crushed; looking like the god of 
death at the dissolution of the world. 

“What have you done, Bhima?” rebuked Yudhishthira. “Never 
offend the gods again without asking me.” He pacified the lake’s 
guardians; and the Pandavas lived happily beside the lake for sop^ 
days, on the slope of the fragrant mountain. 

One day, without warning, a rakshasa, Jatasura, disguised as on* 
of the Brahmins accompanying the brothers, carried off Yudhish- 
thira. His plans were also to rape Draupadi and steal the remark¬ 
able weapons of war. 

“Stupid fool,” said Yudhishthira, “don’t you see your merf 
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decreases by this act? Why do you upset the balance of dharma? 
Dharma governs rakshasas most of all.” 

Sahadeva caught up with Jatasura after a hot chase, and 
shouted: 

“Rakshasa, stop! You die before sunset today, or I am not a 
Kshatriya. I am Pandu’s son, Sahadeva.” 

Even as he spoke, Bhima came along, armed with a mace. “I 
knew you when you looked so keenly at our weapons. But you 
were a Brahmin, and I spared you. But now, prepare to die!” 

He grappled with Jatasura Like two cloud-masses they circled 
and roared, their thighs hitting and uprooting trees. Bhima clen¬ 
ched his fist into the shape of a five-headed snake, and hit sharply 
at Jatasura’s neck. The rakshasa fell, stunned; Bhima caught him 
in his two arms, lifted him up, and dashed him on the ground, 
breaking every bone in his body. Lunging hard with his elbow, he 
snapped the blood-spattered, gaping-eyed head from the body, as 
easily as a fruit is plucked from a stem. 

In this manner the fifth year of exile passed: living on fruit and 
honey and deer shot with unpoisoned arrows, and listening to the 
stories of Sage Lomasha. 

One day, as the brothers were relaxing on the mountain slope, 
Draupadi said to Bhima: 

“The five-coloured flowers are falling in the river. 

The wind drops them there. 

Take me to the peak, Bhima, where I can see them.” 

So the days passed, and they waited for Arjuna, till one day a 
brilliant light, like a smileless tongue of flame, swooped from the 
sky. It was Indra’s chariot, driven by Matali, and in it was Arjuna, 
wearing a crown and garlands. He gave his weapons and orna¬ 
ments to Draupadi, narrating the manner of his obtaining them. 

“We are fortunate,” said Yudhishthira, “that Indra has given 
you these Show them to us.” 

Arjuna showed the Gandiva bow and the god-given conch shell, 
standing in his chariot As he began to demonstrate them, Ihe 
earth shock' in fear, the rivers became restless, the rocks split, 
and the air fell silent. The sun was darkened, and fire would 
not flame. All the creatures of the world prayed for help. And 
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Narada appeared, saying, “These divine weapons are not meant 
for demonstration. Use them only in battle, and then only in 
emergency. To use them casually is to invite annihilation of the 
three worlds.” 

From the mountain forest the Pandavas move to the banks of 
the Sarasvati. In one of the adjoining woods Bhima came upon a 
gigantic snake; its body lay coiled, filling up an entire cave. Its 
skin was the colour of turmeric; its eyes glared; it licked the cor¬ 
ners of its four-fanged mouth; it hissed; it was the god of death 
himself. The goat-swallowing snake gripped Bhima fiercely in its 
coils. Bhima trembled; and even the strength of ten thousand ele¬ 
phants failed him then. He struggled desperately, but the snake’s 
coils tightened. 

In the meantime, seeing one-eyed, one-legged, and one-winged 
creatures vomit blood in front of the sun, and hearing black crows 
shrieking “Go! Go!,” Yudhishthira asked Draupadi, “Where is 
Bhima?” When she replied Bhima had left long ago, he turned to 
Arjuna, “Look after her,” and hurried off in search of his brother. 

Following Bhima’s tracks, he came to a cave, rock-littered and 
shrub-covered; inside he saw Bhima gripped by the snake. 

“What happened, Bhima?” He shouted. 

“The snake,” Bhima replied. “He is the sage Nahusha living in 
snake form. He wishes to devour me.” 

“Free him,” Yudhishthira said to the snake: “I will get you 
other food.” 

“No,” replied the snake. “My meal today shall be the son of a 
king. Go away, or you too shall get eaten tomorrow. I was one 
of your ancestors, the son of Ayu, fifth in descent from the Moon. 
I was a king, my name Nahusha. Drunk with power, I insulted 
some Brahmins, and this is how they cursed me. No other food 
will I have except your brother. But if you can answer some of 
my questions to my satisfaction, I will set him free.” 

“Ask them,” said Yudhishthira. 

“Who is a Brahmin? How is he recognized?” 

“The man is whom we see truth, charity, forgiveness, and kind¬ 
ness is a Brahmin,” replied Yudhishthira. “That is what the wise 
say. But tell me, what is the state of Brahman, the state of neither 
joy nor sorrow, the state beyond suffering? What do you think?” 

“Even the Shudra can have truth, charity, forgiveness, and kind- 
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ness,” said the snake. “About the state of Brahman, it seems to 
me nothing is without joy or sorrow.” 

“A Shudra is not a Shudra by birth alone, nor is a Brahmin 
Brahmin' by 'birth alone,” added Yudhishthira. “And many feel 
like you that there is nothing without joy or sorrow. But heat is 
not in cold, and cold is not in heat; so why not a state in which 
there is neither heat nor cold?” 

“But what happens to the caste system if you say character not 
birth makes people Brahmins or Shudras?” 

“If you ask me,” replied Yudhishthira, “caste is such a confused 
affair that no one can be sure of his own caste’s purity. .Men of 
all four castes bred children from women of all four castes; how 
can we make out caste distinctions now? In any case, speech, sex 
relations, birth and death don’t follow caste rules. Character is the 
only thing that’s certain. Doesn’t Manu himself say in one place 
that the person of mixed caste is better than the ‘pure’ if the ‘pure 
doesn’t have character?” 

“How excellently you speak, Yudhishthira,” said the snake. 
“You make it difficult for me to eat Bhima.” 

“You are known to be learned,” said Yudhishthira. ‘Tell me, 
what does one do to attain moksha?” 

“Give alms to the deserving, speak the truth, and speak it gently, 

be non-violent.” 

“Which is better, truth or non-violence?” 

“One way of judging is to see how much good each does. Truth 
is sometimes better than alms-giving, and alms-giving can be better 
than truth at other times. And the same goes for gentleness and 
non-violence. And now I must return to the heavenly world. 

Saying this, he gave up his snake form, released Bhima, and 
disappeared. 

Then came the monsoon, 

Chasing the heat, and black clouds 

Rained incessantly, 

Thousands of them, black cupolas in the sky; 

Sun disappeared, stainless lightning flashed. 

Grass, moths and reptiles relished the rain. 

Rivers ran through woods with snake-hissing joy, 

And the kokilas sang, and the peacocks, 
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And frogs croaked. 

Autumn followed, 

Bringing cranes and brightness, 

Full of cloud-cool nights and polished skies. 

Enchanted with the moon and stars; 

Lilies and lotuses in the cool waters, 

The blue Sarasvati as blue as the sky. 

There they passed the full-moon nights of October. 

When they entered the land of the Yadavas, the favourite wife of 
Krishna, Satyabhama, asked Draupadi in private, “How do you 
manage to please your husbands so well? Why are they never angry 
with you? Why are they so eager to fulfil every wish of yours? Are 
there drugs, mantras, cosmetics?” 

Draupadi replied: “Satyabhama, clever women know many 
ways. But why ask me about the wiles of women who use drugs 
and mantras? You are Krishna’s favourite wife, and I warn you 
that if you ever start using drugs, he will shun you like a serpent 
in his bed. I’ve heard of women who commit long-distance murder 
by sending poisonous gifts to rivals, and women responsible for 
causing jaundice, leprosy, impotence, lunacy and even blindness 
in men they hate. 

“Let me tell you what my ways are: I put aside my ego, I try 
not to be jealous, I strive to be modest and gracious I neither 
bathe nor eat nor sleep till my husband has; till, in fact, our 
servants have. When he returns from the town or the forest, I have 
water and a seat ready for him. I do the household chores, cook 
and clean at the right time. I don’t dawdle at the gate, and I don’t 
laugh unless the joke is really good. I am never long in the bath¬ 
room or in pleasure gardens. Giggling is out of the question. I fret 
when he’s gone, and give up sandal paste and flowers. I see that 
things which don’t appeal to him don’t appeal to me either. A 
husband is a god to his wife, isn’t he? One thing more—I never 
speak ill of my mother-in-law. 

“Don’t ask me what painted women do to hold their hus¬ 
bands—I don’t know—but I could tell you of simple ways. A 
husband gives us children, a husband gives us beds and seats, dres¬ 
ses and perfumes and garlands, even fame in society and happi¬ 
ness in heaven. Why not act in a way that will make him feel She 
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really loves me. When he orders a maid to get something, get up 
and fetch it yourself. When he is at the gate, be ready to give him 
your seat and offer to wash his feet. Shun his enemies. Don’t be 
careless and frivolous when other men are present; be silent about 
shat you think; and don’t be alone too much even with your own 
sons. Avoid women who drink, shout, steal; gorge and gossip. 
And learn how to make yourself attractive with ornaments, per¬ 
fumes and unguents.” 


It so happened that a well-known Brahmin, fluent in the art of 
speech, went to the court of Dhritarashtra after visiting the Pan- 
davas, and told him stories of the great misery that had fallen to 
the lot of Yudhishthira and his brothers. He mentioned Draupadi 
also, helpless and poverty-stricken. 

Dhritarashtra was deeply moved, knowing his guilty involve¬ 
ment, but controlled himself by a supreme act of will. “Did you 
say Yudhishthira sleeps on the bare ground? And Duryodhana, 
Shakuni and Duhshasana prosper! Did you say Arjuna is back, 
and wields his Gandiva bow again? Good—there is none to with¬ 
stand him.” 

Shakuni reported the King’s feelings to Duryodhana. “They 
are now staying near the lake of Dvaitavana. Let us pay them a 
visit. Is there a pleasure greater than looking from one’s pro¬ 
sperity down at another’s misfortune, than watching from a 
hilltop mankind crawling below? Dress up your wife in the most 
expensive clothes and ornaments, and let us see poor Draupadi 
burn with envy, dressed in bark and deerskin.” 

Duryodhana was highly pleased. But next moment depression 
overtook him. 

“What you say, Shakuni, is good,” he said, “but I won’t go to 
get the King’s permission. He favours them. Let’s think of a diffe¬ 
rent plan.” 

Next morning Kama came smiling to Duryodhana. “How about 
Cihis? Our cattle are grazing near the lake of Dvaitavana. Let’s go 
On the pretext of herding them. The King will easily give permis- 
1 sion.” 

“He may even order us to go there!” laughed Shakuni. 

They instructed a cowherd named Samanga to explain to the 
King the urgency of herding the cattle. 
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“.Cattle need to be regularly herded and examined,” remarked 
Dhritarashtra. “You cannot always depend upon the herdsmen. 
But I have been told the Pandavas are presently encamped there. 

I do not think now is the right time for cattle-inspection.” 

“But, sire,” said Shakuni, “the Pandavas are not our object it* 
going. We will not go where they are encamped. We’ll see that 
they are not disturbed.” 

The King granted permission, and Duryodhana moved out with 
a large entourage. With him were Duhshasana, Shakuni, their 
wives, and thousands of other ladies eight thousand chariots, 
thirty thousand elephants, nine thousand horses, and any number 
of -foot soldiers, poets, musicians, pavilions, shops, and carriages. 

He encamped on the outskirts of the cattle station, selecting a 
soothing, well-watered site. Hundreds and thousands of cattle were 
examined; all three-year old calves branded and counted; and all 
uncalved cows placed in a separate enclosure. 

“Let us build pleasure houses here,” ordered Duryodhana. 

On the edges of the forest, however, stood a line of gandharvas 
forbidding the entry of the soldiers. 

“Stand aside!” the soldiers shouted. “We come under orders or 
King Duryodhana, son of Dhritarashtra.” 

“Has he lost his senses?” laughed the gandharvas. “Since when 
have mortals started ordering the dwellers of heaven?” 

“Punish them!” ordered Duryodhana. 

The soldiers moved in, and the gandharvas reported the intru. 
sion to their king, Chitrasena. Then they attacked with upraised 
weapons, and the Kuru soldiers fled helter-skelter, under Duryo- 
dhana’s very nose. Kama alone stood firm in his chariot, while 
they continued to assault him with swords, battle axes, and spears, 
cutting his chariot’s yoke, flagstaff and shaft, ripping his royal 
umbrella, pulling apart the wooden fenders, slicing through lynch 
pins, till, in an attempt to save his life, he leapt out of his shat¬ 
tered chariot into Vikarna’s. 

Duryodhana too stood firm, but they hacked his charioteer an^ 
horses to death. Then Chitrasena jumped on him and caught him* 
in a death like grip. Duryodhana was made captive along with all 
the ladies of his entourage. 

Wailing loudly, his followers went to Yudhishthira, begging him 
for help. 
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“This is all the result of Duryodhana’s plan to make fu n ° q j 0 
Bhima told them. “It is good to know there’s at least one tn a ^ „ 
the world helping us. Wicked Duryodhana deserves what h? 8 e ^ 
He was interrupted by Yudhishthira. “This is not the t 'f 1 ^ J j|jes 
bitterness. They need our help, and they have come to us. a ^ jjelp 
are always quarrelling—does that mean one member won ^ ave 
another in a crisis? Doesn’t the gandharva king know ' ve ^ 
been staying in this forest for some time? Yet he insults us ^ QQ , t 
our ladies! Go, persuade him to free Duryodhana. If he cfUsb 
listen to persuasion, push him a little. If he is still stubborn, 
him, and bring the Kurus back.” . b y 

Arjuna immediately vowed to do as told. As . r : u na 

Yudhishthira, there was, first, a skirmish; when that fa,,e <( ’ v take 
shouted: “Free Duryodhana!” The gandharvas laughed: w 
orders from Chitrasena only. We are dwellers of heaven. „ 

“Do dwellers of heaven go about insulting wives of nior 

asked Arjuna. ,.. rvas fell 

In the battle that followed, the golden-garlanded ga ^ 

in hundreds. The four brothers’ chariots were smashes , an ' 

fought on foot, raining arrows on the flying gand arva . ; _ 
rose swiftly into the sky. taking with them Duryodhana But 
Arjuna’s net of arrows brought them down and they wer 
like birds in a cage. Heads, arms, and legs rained from 

like stones. . . 

“Have you had enough, Chitrasena?” shouted Arjun 

° “He?^^ascal,” replied Chitrasena. “He doesn’t deserve to be 
freed. He tricked Yudhishthira and insulted Hraupa *• ^ 

Yudhishthira know his real reason for coming here- e im. 

The gandharvas were finally persuaded by Yudhisht ,ra ® se 

Duryodhana and his entourage free, and they left, happy., 1 ra * 
sena sprinkled divine nectar on the dead gandharvas and resus¬ 
citated them. . , , 

“Never try such a trick again,” Yudhishthira a moms e 

Duryodhana. “Be happy, and return to your capital. 

Overcome with shame, Duryodhana returned, and the Pandavas 
continued to pass their days in peace in the forest of Dvaitavana. 

Duryodhana was sitting on a high bed, like a moon in eclipse, 
when Kama met him the next morning. 
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“It is good you are back,” Kama said, “and the gandharvas 
vanquished. I retreated when my soldiers broke ranks and fled. 
But you and your soldiers and the ladies have returned safely, I 
see.” 

“You don’t know the whole story,” replied Duryodhana. “The 
Pandavas did all the fighting, not I. Better I had died on the 
battlefield than lived to see such shame. Leave me alone. I have 
nothing now to do with virtue, wealth, friendship and kingship. I 
shall undertake a fast to the death.” 

In spite of protests, he stuck to his resolve He spread kusha 
grass on the ground, purified himself with water, and sat down to 
meditate, shutting off all connection with the phenomenal world, 
inspired only by the hope of salvation. 

Simultaneously the fierce Daityas and Danavas who, defeated 
by the gods, dwelt in the middle regions, also commenced a sacri¬ 
fice, knowing that if Duryodhana died, they would be left defence¬ 
less. With the help of mantras chanted at the sacrifice, they sent a 
goddess to summon Duryodhana; when he arrived, they said to 
him, “You are our only hope, even as the Pandavas are the only 
hope of the gods. Go—and may victory be yours.” The goddess 
who had brought him before them now transported him back, 
paid her respects, and vanished; so that when he opened his eyes 
he thought it had all been a dream. 

And he vowed: “I shall annihilate the Pandavas in battle.” 

Kama, smiling, came to him the next day. “You see, dead men 
win no battles. Living is what matters. Let’s make our plans fear¬ 
lessly and carefully.” 

First they ordered the commencement of the greatest of all 
sacrifices, the Rajasuya.' Artisans hammered out a golden plough, 
and Duryodhana sent messengers inviting the Pandavas to witness 
the ritual. 

“Not now,” was Yudhishthira’s reply. “Not until we complete 
our thirteen years of exile. But it is good news that Duryodhana is 
celebrating the Rajasuya.” 

Bhima said: “Tell him we’ll be back after the thirteenth year, 
and if the fire is still burning we’ll throw him in it.” 

The others kept silent. 

When the Rajasuya was completed—Brahmins fed, princes and 
kings entertained, wealth lavishly bestowed—Duryodhana entered 
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Hastinapura. “Blessed are you,” said some citizens, sprinkling 
fried paddy and sandal paste on his head. But others murmjred, 
“This sacrifice was nothing compared to Yudhishthira’s. Not a 
sixteenth part of the glory.” And his friends remarked, “Your 
sacrifice has surpassed all others.” Duryodhana went to his inner 
chambers, pleased with himself. 

But, as reports trickled in of the happiness of the Pandavas in 
the forest, his heart burned with mischief. Even as he, Duhshasana 
and Kama were planning ways of harming the Pandavas, the well- 
known sage Durvasas arrived in Hastinapura with ten thousand 
followers. Duryodhana received him with great courtesy and humi¬ 
lity, attending on him as does a servant, though Durvasas had 

come to stay only for a few days. 

“I am hungry,” the sage would saddenly say. “Bring me 

food.” , . ,' 

Sometimes he would go out for a bath, return late at night, and 

say, “I am not hungry,” and disappear. 

Again: “Bring us all food. Quickly!” 

Sometimes he would insist on dinner at midnight, and complain 
that the food was badly cooked, unfit for human consumption. 
When he saw that his whims left Duryodhana unruffled, he was 

P ’Ta d m great giver of boons,” he said. “Ask from me anything so 

long as it isn’t opposed to dharma.’ ... 

“Yudhishthira is my eldest brother,” said Duryodhana, who had 
already consulted Kama and Duhshasana about the nature of the 
boon he would ask. “He is now in the forest, along with his 
brothers. Be his guest, O holy one, even as you have been mine, 
along with all your disciples. Give me this boon, that you will go 
to him when, having fed the Brahmins and her husbands, Drau- 
padi wishes to take rest.” 

Durvasas appeared with ten thousand disciples exactly as desir¬ 
ed by Duryodhana. Receiving him respectfully, Yudhishthira 
said: 

“Return to us after you have finished your ablutions, O holy 

one.” , 

While the host of ascetics bathed in the river, Draupadi worried 
about the food. In her distress, she prayed to Krishna: 
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“O Krishna, son Devaki, 

Lord of the universe, of inexhaustible powers, 

Krishna of the blue-lotus skin, 

Krishna of the white-lily eyes. 

Saffron-robed Krishna, 

Help me now!” 

Leaving the bed of his wife Rukmini, Krishna hurried to 
Draupadi; she bowed to him, and told him about Durvasas and the 
ascetics. ' 

‘‘I am starving,” said Krishna, “give me something to eat 
quickly.” 

She looked confused. “But my sun-given bowl is empty.” 

“This is not the time for jokes,” replied Krishna. ‘T am hungry. 
Bring the bowl here.” 

In the bowl he saw a single grain of rice and a vegetable particle 
clinging to the rim. He licked them up. “My hunger is satisfied,” 
he told her. “Call the holy ones to dinner.” 

Bhima went to the riverside, and found the ascetics rubbing 
their stomachs and declaring they were full. They came out of the 
river, and gaped at each other. 

“We ordered dinner, but now we are full,” they said to Dur¬ 
vasas. “What shall we do?” 

“It’s a great wrong to spoil so much food,” Durvasas said. 
Yudhishthira is a virtuous man. I know he has power to punish 
us.” 

They fled in all directions. 

So the days passed, each season bringing new flowers. One day, 
the Pandavas left Draupadi alone in the ashrama, and went out to 
hunt game in order to feed their Brahmin followers. Passing that 
way was the richly-dressed Jayadratha, King of Sindhu, planning 
to marry in the kingdom of Shalva; with him were many princes. 
Halting in the forest of Kamyaka, he saw Draupadi standing out¬ 
side the hermitage. Her perfect figure lit up the dark woods 
around her, as lightning does clouds. All who looked wondered if 
she was an apsara, a daughter of the gods, or a divine phantom. 
They gazed spellbound. 

But lust stirred in Jayadratha, and he turned to Kotika. “Who 
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is she? Is she human? I have no wish to marry if I can have her. 
Go, ask her how she happens to be here, and who is her husband. 
Ask her, Kotika, if she will accept me as her lord.” 

Kotika jumped out of his chariot, and approached her. 

“Lovely lady. 

Exquisite as a night flame fanned by wind, 

Are you a goddess, an apsara, a yakshi, 

The daughter of a Naga King, or the wife of a Daitya? 

' Tell us. 

I am King Suratha’s son, my name is Kotika, 

And King Jayadratha is here, with six thousand chariots.” 


She looked past him, released the kadamba branch, and adjust¬ 
ed her silk dress. “Because there is no other person here, I will 
reply to you personally, though I know this is not proper. I am 
Draupadi, daughter of King Drupada, and wife of the five Pandava 
brothers. They have gone hunting, leaving me alone, Yudhishthira 
to the east, Bhima south, Arjuna west, and the twins north. You 
are welcome to our hospitality here. Yudhishthira will be happy to 
see you when he returns.” 

Saying this, the moon-lovely Draupadi went inside the ashrama. 

“Even her words bewitch me,” said Jayadratha when Kotika 
reported Draupadi’s reply. “Why did you return empty-handed? 
Listen to me, Kotika. She has bewitched me. All other women are 
monkeys! I must see her again.” 

Like wolves slinking into a cave, he and six others entered the 
ashrama. 

“Lovely lady, are your husbands well?” he asked Draupadi. 
“And are all who are dear to you well?” 

“They are well, sir,” replied Draupadi. “And is everything right 
with your kingdom, your government, and your army? Here is 
water to wash your feet. And here is a seat for you. I give you 
V fifty animals for your retinue’s breakfast.” 

“You honour me by offering it. The offer alone is sufficient, 

' replied Jayadratha. “Come with me in my chariot and let me make 
you happy. O lovely-hipped lady, be my wife, and share the king¬ 
dom of Sindhu and Sauvira with me.” 

She rose, frightened; she frowned, her eyebrows narrowed. 
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“Be ashamed!” she said with contempt. “Never speak those 
words to me again.” Knowing that her husbands would soon re¬ 
turn, she began to speak to him, playing for time. 

Her face was red with anger. “The bamboo and the plantain 
bear fruit and perish. You are like a crab giving birth to her own 
destruction. My husbands will kill you.” 

“I have heard of the Pandavas,” said Jayadratha, “and I know 
what r am doing. Don’t get the impression I am not a great king 
—the Pandavas to me are nothing. Words won’t help, Draupadi— 
come with me. Do not force me to force you.” 

Seeing him about to lay hands on her, she shouted, “Keep your 
lustful hands off me!” He seized her upper dress, and she pushed 
him. He toppled like a tree falling, but quickly rose and seized 
her again. She panted for breath. He dragged her to the chariot. 

Dhaumya, the priest of the Pandavas, emerged from the hermi¬ 
tage She touched his feet. 

“Jayadratha, you know the Kshatriya custom,” said Dhaumya. 
“You have not defeated her husbands in a fair fight. You have no 
right to take her away. Your ill deed be on your head!” 

He began to follow Jayadratha’s chariot on foot. 

When the Pandavas returned, a jackal howled near the ashrama 
They found Draupadi’s maid, Dhatreyika, sobbing. Wiping her 
beautiful face, she said, “Jayadratha has carried her away. Chase 
him! The branches on the track are still green. A flower has been 
thrown in a graveyard! A dog has lapped up sacred water! A lily 
has been torn by a jackal! A scoundrel is thrusting his kisses on 
your moon-lovely wife!” 

“Shut up!” ordered Yudhishthira. “Get out of our sight.” 

They began to follow the tracks, breathing deep snake-sighs, and 
twanging their bowstrings. They saw a cloud of dust in the dis¬ 
tance; then they saw Dhaumya; and they rushed like hawks on 
Jayadratha’s forces. Blind with rage, they attacked the panic- 
stricken infantry, darkening the sky with their arrows, striking at 
the charioteers, till all broke ranks and fled. 

Jayadratha, leaving Draupadi behind, also fled, but in his terri¬ 
fied confusion took the path which led back to the ashrama. 

“Even Indra cannot save Jayadratha now,” said Bhima. “He 
dies at my hands.” 

“Remember our sister Duhshala, and think of Gandhari,” 
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cautioned Yudhishthira, “before you think of killing him, wicked 
though he might be.” 

But the excited Draupadi said, “If you want to please me, kill 
him. The stealer of a wife or a kingdom gets no mercy. He dies.” 

Bhima and Arjuna pursued Jayadratha, and Arjuna shot down 
his horses, though they were two miles ahead, with the help of 
divine arrows. Then they rushed at him, even as he prepared to 
run in terrified haste. 

“Turn round, Jayadratha,” shouted Arjuna. “Turn round, brave 
king, abductor of a woman!” 

But Jayadratha did not once look back; Bhima jumped down 
from his chariot, ran after him, seized him by his hair, and pushed 
him violently; he fell sprawling on the ground. Bhima picked him 
up by his hair, and struck him with his fist. He fell down, unconsci¬ 
ous; he groaned, and tried to struggle to his feet. Bhima kicked 
him in the head, and sat on his chest, hitting with knees and fists, 

till he lost consciousness again. rv .. . . 

When Arjuna tried to pacify him, reminding him of Yudh.sh- 
thira’s words, Bhima answered: 

“This rascal deserves to die! Yudhishthira has sweet ideas of 

dharma.” „ 

He shaved off Jayadratha’s hair, leaving five irregular tufts. 

To the silent Jayadratha, he said: “If you wish to live, go and, 
in court and field, say: I am a slave of the Pandavas. 

Shaking, half-conscious, Jayadratha agreed. Chaining him, y 
pushed him into their chariot, drove back to the ashrama, 

brought him before Yudhishthira. 

“Inform Draupadi he’s here,” said Bhima to Yudhishthira. 

“If you have any love for me,” Yudhishthira remarked, you 

will set him free.” ,. 

Draupadi added, “Yes, let him go. He goes as our slave, dis¬ 
figured with five tufts of hair.” , 

“Be ashamed—and go,” said Arjuna. “Abductor of a worapn- 
His head bent, Jayadratha silently went to the banks ot e 
Ganga, where he practised severe penance before the three-eye 
god Shiva. Shiva was pleased and asked him what boon e 
wanted. „ ., 

“Give me power to defeat the five Pandavas in battle, sai 
Jayadratha. 
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“Impossible.” said Shiva. “There is not man born who can do 
that. But I give you this boon: once only will you be able to defeat 
the Pandavas, all excepting Arjuna.” 

Shiva disappeared, Jayadratha returned to his kingdom, and the 
Pandavas continued to live in the forest of Kamyaka. 

One day, a stag, using his antlers, picked up a sacrificial staff and 
two fire-sticks from the ashrama, and ran off - . The Brahmin repor¬ 
ted the loss to Yudhishthira, who immediately armed himself and, 
along with the brothers, went out in pursuit of the stag. They shot 
arrows and threw spears at it, but failed to kill it. And then, with¬ 
out warning, it melted into thin air. Tired, frustrated, hungry and 
thirsty, they sat down in the cool shadows of a banyan. 

“Strange,”, said Nakula, “how did he escape us? What wrong 
have we ever done?” 

“No one except Dharma knows who gets what, and when,” re¬ 
plied Yudhishthira. 

“I know that this would not have happened if I had killed 
Duhshasana when he dragged Draupadi by the hair,” said 
Bhima. 

“It’s perhaps because I kept silent when he filthily abused her,” 
said Arjuna. 

“I should have killed him,” said Sahadeva. 

“Nakula,” said Yudhishthira, “climb this tree and survey the 
ten points of the horizon. Is there any sight of water?” 

Nakula quickly climbed up and said, “I see many trees, and I 
think I hear the cry of water cranes.” 

“Take these quivers,” said Yudhishthira, “bring them back fill¬ 
ed with water.” 

As Nakula was about to drink from the waters of the clear lake, 
he heared a voice from the sky: 

“Stop! This lake is mine. Who drinks must first answer my 
questions ” 

But Nakula was so thirsty that he drank, disregarding the words; 
and immediately fell down dead. 

When Nakula failed to return, Yudhishthira sent Sahadeva with 
instructions to find his brother and bring water. Sahadeva saw 
Nakula lying dead on the ground, and proceeded, like him, to 
quench his thirst. 
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Again the voice spoke, repeating the warning, and Sahadeva dis¬ 
regarded it and fell down dead. 

Yudhishthira sent Arjuna next. Arjuna noticed the dead bodies 
of his brothers, and, stringing his bow, began to reconnoitre in the 


forest. 

you think force will work? ’ said the voice. He only drinks 

who first answers my questions.” 

“Who are you?” shouted Arjuna. “Stand in front of me! Let me 
see if you speak the same way when my arrows get a taste of 

you.” . . . . 

He shot thousands of arrows in the direction of the voice, but in 

“Don’t tire yourself, sir,” said the voice, ‘ He drinks who ans¬ 
wers my questions.” 

Arjuna knelt and drank, and dropped down dead. 

Next came Bhima When he saw the corpses of his brothers, he 

reflected, “Some rakshasa has done this; let me refresh myself 
first,” and rushed to the lake to quench his thirst. Again the voice 
spoke, but Bhima did not listen; he drank, and fell down dead. 

“What is the matter with them? I must go and see what they are 
doing,” mused Yudhishthira. He came to the lake fringed with lush 
green trees humming with black bees, and saw his brothers lying in 
a row, dead. Seeing Arjuna, he sighed deeply; and wept. Over 
Bhima’s body he said, “You, Bhima, had promised to smash 
Duryodhana’s thigh with your mace. They lay there, wit\\ 
no deathly pallor on them, as if sleeping; and Yudhishthira saw 
them, thinking Such is life, and did not know what to do. 

As he stepped into the lake for his ablutions, he heard the 


voice. 

“I am a crane. I live on fish. I have overpowered your brothers 
and taken them to • the world of the dead. Who drinks here ans¬ 
wers my questions first. Answer, O king, or drink and die.” 

He appeared before Yudhishthira in the form of a yaksha, tall 
like a palm tree, huge-eyed and huge-bodied, shining like the sun 
and roaring like a cloud. 

“Ask,” said Yudhishthira, “I’ll answer as I can.” 

“What makes the sun rise?” said the yaksha. “What makes him 
set? Who keeps him company, who keeps him going?” 

“Brahma makes the sun rise, and Dharma makes him set, ’ 
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answered Yudhishthira. “The gods keep him company, and truth 
keeps him going.” 

“What person lives and yet is not alive?” 

“The man who offers nothing to the gods, guests, servants, 
ancestors, and himself, lives and is yet not alive.” 

“What is more dependable than the earth? higher than the sky? 
swifter than the wind? more countless than grass?” 

“A mother is more dependable than the earth, a father higher 
than the sky; the mind is swifter than the wind, our thoughts more 
countless than grass.” 

“Who sleeps with eyes open, who does not move after birth, 
who is without heart, what swells by itself?” 

“A fish, an egg, a stone, a river,” replied Yudhishthira. 

“Who is the friend of the exile? Who is the friend of the house¬ 
holder? who is a friend of the 1 sick? who is the friend of the 
dying?” 

“A companion, a wife, a doctor, and charity.” 

“What gets the best praise? what is the most precious posses¬ 
sion? the best profit? the best happiness?” 

“Skill, knowledge, health, and serenity.” 

What is the highest duty? which virtue always brings success? 
what, controlled, is never regretted? And who are they who never 
break word?” 

“Non-violence is the highest duty, the rituals of the Vedas al¬ 
ways bring success; the mind, controlled, never leads to regret; 
and the good never break their word.” 

What, when renounced, is agreeable? creates no regret? brings 
wealth? gives happiness?” 

“Ego, anger, passion, greed.” 

“What envelops the world? what prevents self-realisation? what 
makes people forsake friends? What prevents the attainment of 
heaven?” 

“Darkness envelops the world, darkness blocks self-realisation; 
greed forsakes friends, and lust for this world prevents attainment 
of heaven.” 

“What is ignorance, ego, laziness, grief?” 

“Ignorance is not knowing one’s duty, ego is excessive self-cons¬ 
ciousness, laziness is not doing one’s duty, and ignorance is 
grief,” 
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“What is pride, what is hypocrisy? What is the grace of the gods, 
and what is wickedness?” 

“Smugness is pride, dogma is hypocrisy. The grace of the gods 
is the fruit of our actions, and wickedness is wishing ill of 
others.” 

“What makes a Brahmin—birth, character, study, or wisdom/ 
“Neither birth nor study nor wisdom. It is character that makes 

a Brahmin.’’ . ,. 

• “Who is the truly happy man? what is the most wonderful thing 

in life? What is the path?” . . 

“The man who cooks in his own house and is not in debt, is 
truly happy. Day after day thousands die, yet the living act as if 
they are going to live for ever-this is the most wonderful thing m 
life Argument is futile—the scriptures differ-no sage has the 
whole truth—the truths of dharma are hidden from our eyes-this 
world is riddled with ignorance. What good men have followed, 

that is the path.” 

“Beautifully answered,” said the yaksha. “Choose one among 
your brothers to live.” 

“Let the dark-skinned Nakula live,” said Yudhishthira. 

“People say you love Bhima and Arjuna dearly,” remarked the 

yaksha. “Why do you pick Nakula?” . 

“My father had two wives, Kunti had Madri,” answered Yudhi¬ 
shthira “As my mother Kunti is to me, so also is Madri. Nakula 
is Madri’s son—let him live. Dharma, protected, protects; dharma, 
violated, destroys. There is no greater virtue than ahimsa.” 

“Since you speak so nobly,” said the yaksha, “all your brothers 

will live.” 

The Pandavas stirred. 

“I am Dharma, your father,” said the yaksha to Yudhishthira. 
“Desirous of seeing and testing you, I came as the stag who ran 
off with the sacred sticks. Ask another boon.” 

“We have spent twelve years in the forest,” said Yudhishthira. 
“Let no one recognise us during the thirteenth year.” 

“You will spend the thirteenth year in Virata’s kingdom, and no 
one in the three worlds will pierce your disguise,” said Dharma. 
“And each of you will have power to assume any form he likes.” 

Saying which, he vanished; the Pandavas woke and returned to 
their ashrama. 
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Yudhishthira called a meeting of the brothers and said, “Twelve 
years have passed. Think of a place, Arjuna, where we can spend 
our thirteenth year without being discovered.” 

“I can think of any number of charming, hidden spots which 
surround the kingdom of the Kurus: Panchala* Chedi, Matsya, 
Surasena, Malla, Saurashtra, Avanti, and Kuntirashtra. Any of 
these would do.” 

“The King of Matsya, Virata, is old and venerable,” said Yudhi¬ 
shthira. “His kingdom appeals to me. I shall go there as a Brahmin, 
and call myself Kanka, the gambler. I'll delight them with chess 
games. If the king asks for my credentials, I shall say, ‘I am a 
friend of Yudhishthira’.” 

“I shall be Vallaba, the cook,” said Bhima, “unsurpassed in the 
preparation of exquisite curries for the royal palate.” 

“I’ll be a eunuch,” said Arjuna, “though how I’ll hide the bow¬ 
string marks on my arms I do not know. Perhaps 111 cover them 
with bangles. A plait will hang at the back of my head, and rings 
from my ears. I’ll be Brihannala, teller of tales to the king and to 
the palace ladies. I’ll sing, dance, and play on musical instruments; 
and if anyone asks for fny credentials, I was a waiting maid of 
Draupadi in the palace of Yudhishthira.” 

“What about you, Nakula, graceful and modest?” asked Yudhi¬ 
shthira. M 

“I am Granthika, keeper of the king’s horses 

“And you, Sahadeva?” 

“The keeper of his cows, Tantripal,” replied Sahadeva. 

“And our beloved wife, Draupadi, respected like a mother or an 
elder sister by us? You have known luxury since birth, you are not 
used to hard work,” said Yudhishthira. 

“I shall be Sairindhri, hairdresser to the queen Sudheshna,” she 
replied, “and explain that I served as a waiting maid in Yudhish- 
thira’s palace.” 

“Very well,” said Yudhishthira to Draupadi, “but you know 
little of the ways of the world. Learn to be careful. Behave in a 
way that doesn’t rouse lust in wicked men.” 

Buckling their swords and wearing lizard-skin finger protec¬ 
tors, the Pandavas proceeded towards the river Yamuna’s southern 
bank, to the land of the Matsyas. 

“I see tracks here, and fields,” said Draupadi. “Let us rest the 
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night here. I am tired.” 

Arjuna picked her up and carried her to the outskirts of the 
capital. 

‘‘What shall we do with our weapons?” asked Yudhishthira. 
“The citizens will be alarmed if we take them with us. Everyone 
knows about the Gandiva bow. If we are discovered, another 
twelve-year exile awaits us.” 

“Near the burial ground on that mountain is a huge sami tree,” 
suggested Arjuna. “Let’s hide our weapons in its tangled bran¬ 
ches.” 

Nakula climbed the tree and tied the weapons—bows and razor- 
sharp arrows, long swords and quivers—high up in branches that 
would not crack under the weight and where the rainwater would 
not reach. They also hung a corpse on the tree, knowing the stench 
would drive people away. Questioned by shepherds about the 
corpse, the Pandavas said, “It is our mother’s; she died at the age 
of one hundred and eighty. It’s our custom to dangle corpses from 
trees.” 

Then they entered the capital, Yudhishthira memorising the code 
names of the brothers—Jaya, Jayanta, Vijaya, Jayatsena and Jayat- 
bala for his satisfaction. Seeing Yudhishthira enter the court 
King Virata turned to his advisers and said, “Who is he, so hand¬ 
some and erect? He has neither slaves, nor chariots, nor elephants 
yet he looks like Indra himself.” 

Yudhishthira came before the king and said, “I am a Brahmin 
who, having lost everything, comes to you for help.” 

“You are welcome,” said Virata, “but who are you?” 

“My name is Kanka, and I am good at dice. I am a friend of 
Yudhishthira, and my family is known as the Vaiyaghra.” 

“I like clever gamblers,” said Virata. “Stay in the palace.” 

“But on two conditions, sire,” said Yudhishthira. “First, I want 
no gambling quarrels with low-caste players. Second, the man I 
defeat at dice has no longer any right to the wealth I win from 
him.” 

“Granted. The man who displeases you shall be banished from 
our kingdom. You have full scope here. Do as you like. Recom¬ 
mend whomever you like. He shall be rewarded. Treat this palace 
as yours.” 

Tying, her long, soft, black hair in a knotted braid which she 
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allowed to hang over her right shoulder, but covered under a 
fold of her expensive black dress, Draupadi wandered in the city 
in the guise of a female artisan. Queen Sudeshna saw her from the 
palace terrace, summoned her, and asked, “Who are you?” 

“A female artisan,” replied Draupadi. “I serve anyone who 
gives me food and lodging.” 

“It is hard to believe,” said the queen. “You are too beautiful. 
Your heels are delicate, your navel deep, your thighs touch each 
other; your breasts and hips are round; you speak as sweetly as 
a swan, and your body has all the auspicious marks of a Kashmiri 
mare. Curved eyelashes, red-brown lips, slender waist, a conch- 
shell neck, a face like the moon—you must be the goddess Sri 
herself. Who will be able to resist your charms? Certainly not my 
husband. Your smile and your glance will entrap anyone. If I keep 
you in the palace. I’ll be like a person who climbs a tree only to 
fall or a crab conceiving for her own destruction. 

“Neither your husband nor anyone else will have me, my 
queen.” replied Draupadi. “I am already married to five powerful 
gandharvas. Any man who attempts to molest me, dies that very 
night. I will not serve a person who gives me food touched by 

another, iior will I wash another s feet. . _ ^ 

“In that case, you are welcome. I agree to your conditions. 

Next to appear at the gates was a tall, handsome man wearing 
feminine ornaments, large earrings and gold conch bangles, with 
long hair flowing down h;s neck. 

Approaching the king, he said. 

“My name is Brihannala. I sing, I dance,.I play on musical instru¬ 
ments. Let me be dancing tutor to the princess Uttara. Do not ask 
me to explain how I came to be a eunuch—it is a painful story.” 

“If that is all you wish—I can see you deserve more—I per¬ 
mit you to be dancing tutor to the princess and to the other 
palace ladies.” 

King Virata ordered an examination of Brihannala’s various 
skills, and sent women to inspect him physically. Convinced of 
the permanent nature of his defect, he sent Arjuna to the ladies’ 
quarters. 

So the months passed for the Pandavas, living disguised in 
Virata’s capital, months of hardship for Draupadi who used to 
luxury, was compelled to wait on others. But she did her best, 
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pleasing Queen Sudeshna and the other palace ladies. 

In the last days of her stay, she happened to attract the atten¬ 
tion of Kichaka, brother of the Queen and general of Virata’s 
army. His desire roused, he went to Sudeshna. 

“Who is that new girl? Her beauty intoxicates me, like the fra¬ 
grance of fresh wine. She is too good to serve you; let her com¬ 
mand me.” 

Then he went to Draupadi. 

“Who are you, lovely lady. 

What a face like the moon, a voice like the koel’s, and eyes like 
lotuses? 

Your full and graceful breasts need garlands of gold, 

There is no space for a reed between them. 

When you walk, 

Desire stirs within me; 

Your waist is four-wrinkled and your breasts make you stoop 
Your breasts are like lotus buds— 

They inflame me to desire. 

Your hips are like a river bank; 

For you I will abandon my wives. 

Dress you in garlands and robes and jewellery. 

Love you as a rain-filled cloud 

Loves the earth with its soothing showers.” 

“I am already married,” replied Draupadi. “It does not become 
you to love a low-caste woman, a hair-dressing maid.” 

But lust had possessed him, blinding him to the taint of 
adultery. 

“Look at me,” he said. “I have everything that is considered 
desirable—youth, good looks, wealth. Accept me and enjoy this 
kingdom with me.” 

“I have five gandharva husbands to protect me. You are sick- 
you do not know the fate that will overtake you,” replied Drau¬ 
padi. 

Kichaka hurried to Sudeshna and said, “I am in love with her. 
Find a way of sending her to me.” 

Feeling pity for her brother,'Sudeshna said, “At the time of the 
festival I will order her to go to your room on the pretence of 
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fetching food and wine for me. She will be alone; see if you can 
persuade her to change her mind.” 

But when instructed thus by Sudeshna, Draupadi replied, “You 
know the conditions on which I agreed to work here, my lady. 
Kichaka lusts for me. I cannot go. Send another maid.” 

/ “He will not molest you. He knows I have sent you. Go,” said’ 
Sudeshna, giving Draupadi a gold vessel to hold wine. Saying to 
herself May the truth of my faithfulness to my husbands protect me, 
Draupadi went to Kichaka’s quarters. She thought of the sun god 
Surya, who despatched an invisible rakshasa to guard her. 

Kichaka rose when he saw Draupadi enter like a frightened 
deer. 

“I am fortunate tonight,” he said, “for you have come. I have 
bracelets, conches, gold earrings, rubies and deer skins for you. 
For you I have made an excellent bed. Sit with me; let us drink 

this honeyflower wine together.” 

“I am sent by the queen to fetch wine,” said Draupadi. 

“Others will take care of that.” He caught hold of her right 




“I have never been unfaithful to my husbands,” Draupadi said. 
He seized the end of her upper garment as she tried to run away. 
Trembling with anger, and panting, she pushed him. He fell. Still 
shaking, she ran to Yudhishthira’s quarters. But Kichaka pursued 
her, caught her by the hair, threw her on the ground, and kicked 
her in Yudhishthira’s presence. At that moment the rakshasa 
appointed to guard her shoved Kichaka away; he fell down un¬ 
conscious. ... 

Both Bhima and Yudhishthira saw this happen. Bhima seethed 

with rage; sweaty wrinkles appeared on his forehead; heat ema¬ 
nated from his eyes. He rose, but Yudhishthira, afraid of being 

discovered, held him back. 

“Go, cook,” said Yudhishthira, “and chop down a tree tor 

fuel. Go!” . J . 

Draupadi turned to King Virata. “He has insulted me, sire, the 

faithful wife of five gandharvas, in your own court! Is there no 
dharma in this kingdom? Does no one protest? 

“I do not know even the cause of the quarrel, said Virata. 

“How can I judge who is guilty?” 

Sweat appeared on Yudhishthira’s forehead. “Go to the queen s 









180 


THE MAHABHARATA 


quarters,” he said. “It seems your gandharva husbands do not 
consider your insult sufficiently provoking for them to intervene. 
Go! This isn’t the place to show the court how well you can act. 
There’s a time for everything. Can’t you see you are interrupting 
a dice game?” 

“I can see that,” replied the angry Draupadi. “My eldest hus¬ 
band also didn’t want his dice games interrupted.” And she ran 
with her hair dishevelled to Sudeshna’s room. 

“What is the matter?” asked the queen. “Who has hurt you? 
Why are you crying?” 

“Kichaka insulted me.” 

“The fool! If you so wish, I will order his death,” said Sudeshna. 

“He will die all right,” said Draupadi. “If I am not mistaken, 
he will die today/’ 

She went to her room, cleaned herself and, as she was washing 
her clothes, she reflected, What shall I do ? What shall / dol Then 

she thought of Bhima. She left her bed at night and went to his 

room, where he lay fast asleep, snoring like a lion. 

Like a crane to her mate, like a three-year old cow to a bull, 
she approached him. She embraced him, as a creeper embraces a 
sal tree, as an elephant her mate, and spoke to him softly and 
sweetly, like the gandharva note of a vina. 

“Why are vou sleeping, Bhima, like a dead man? Look at me, 
look at your disgraced wife!” 

Bhima sat up. “Tell me every ' : ng.” 

“What is there to tell that you m’t already know?” said Drau¬ 
padi. “Any woman married to 'udhishthira would be afflicted 
with many griefs. Every day Kichaka asks me to become his wife. 
What does Yudhishthira do? He plays dice. 

“And look at you, Bhima. I feel sorry for you. A cook! You a 
cook! Virata’s cook! A cook called Vallaba—that’s what they’n 
say. When the queen and her ladies make you fight tigers and 
buffaloes for their amusement, I nearly die of fear. And when they 
see me in a faint, they cluster round, and the queen says, ‘0 she 
loves him. See how she feels for him. They’re having an affair. 
Didn’t they arrive together?’ 

“Look at Arjuna! Doing his hair like a woman and teaching the 
ladies how to dance. A hero with earrings! I’m ashamed. 0 Bhima, 
I could die!” She began to sob silently, looking quickly at him 















now and again. “What a terrible crime I must-have committed, 
Bhima, that my karma should bring me to this. 

He lifted her soft hands to his face, and sighed. . 

“Yudhishthira stopped me when I rose to avenge your » 

he said “I know of your grief But Sita was united with Rama, 
Savitri with Satyavan; and so will you with happiness, when our 

thirteenth year is over.” „ sajd Draupadi . “I have 

■•Don’t misunderstand me. ^ me say things I did not 

nothing against Yudh»Mh, a. of my beauty , and thinks her 

mean to. But budesn j j tell Kic h a ka my five gan- 

husband is attracted to • immoral advances to me, he 

dharva husbands will avenge i hundred thousand gandharvas. 
laughs and says he isn a ra , proud , adulterous, ruthless. 

He’s wicked, Bh '™r dra,ha when he mooted me, and from 

You saved me from Jaya . jke a c j ay pot on a s tone! Let 

Jatasura. Kill Kicha J , ™ row if he lives after tonight, I shall 
“ke'oism, and dfe I shall take poison and die in your arms, 

“o, her face on his chest and wept uncontrollably. He wiped 

away her tears and consoled“die' Arrange a tryst with him 

“Do not. b °" y ; be danci ng hall where the girls perform for the 
tomorrow night in me oaiwi B „ 

king. See that no one else. n morni ng, Kichaka met Drau- 
Painfully the night passed. JNexi 

padi in the palace. kicked you yesterday? Did 

"Who was there to save you when I W y ou ^ ^ 

the king raise a Anger in protest? Accept __ 

dred male and a hundred female se™n a a( jj. "I’m afraid of my 
"But no one must know, aa ^ra U P _ Promise 

husbands. No one-not even your friends 

this, and I will come. ,, 

“Tonight then—and no one k “ ov ' vs - t » 

“I’ll meet you in the dancing a 1 af h> Kichaka went to 

That halfday passed forii er like a slow ^ ^ ^ 

his quarters, decked himse ™it 1 ° nd waited for the endless 

ments, sprinkled himself with perfumes an 

day to pass. Like the last bright fl.cker of a ayi g 
beauty shone richly that day. 
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In the meantime Draupadi went to the palace kitchen and said 
to Bhima: 

“In the dancing hall, tonight. Kill him there. I thank you.” 

“He and his friends die tonight,” promised Bhima. ‘Til crush 
him as an elephant crushes a vela fruit.” 

That evening Bhima disguised himself, lay on the couch in the 

^"smiling: Wai ' ed ' KiChaki “ arriV ' d pUnctual1 * in a " 

“I come to you, lovely lady, with promises of palaces and ser 
vants and jewellery, all waiting for you.” P d 

“You are quite a ladies’ man,” Bhima whisDered “k„«. • 

different kind of lady.” He jumped out of the bed • $ U 

Kichaka’s hair. Kichaka clutched his arms Ld tt 
First Bhima fell with a noise of splitting bamboo- then 
like a storm-tossed tree. Bhima hi,’htaha rdon ^ 
on hrm, pummelled his body and Dulled hi<= Be,; t he f. t ’ sat 
into his stomach. When Kichaka's battered body wenUimn Bhim! 
began rolhng it on the ground; he paused, then struck fWc.i, 
at the corpse, pounding with fists Wc \ , rcely again 

ball of pulpy flesh remafuS ' 6 ' and head -^ 

Then he called Draupadi. 

“Look at the lustful swine!” he said * , 

pounded the corpse with his feet. ‘ 8ht g t0rCh ’ and again 
He returned to the kitchen, while the deiioVttnA *-» 
the door-keepers. “My gandharva husbands ha^e kiUed U Kkhak° k ” 
she said. They rushed to the dancing hall with lmWd * K ° haka ’ 
saw the bloody arm.ess and leglessVes^^esstlL^C- 
dreds of others collected, and gazed terrified «♦ v • \ , f 
like a tortoise dragged out of a*lake! * K ' Chaka ’ lyi “ 8 

h J?“' ° f K ' Cbak f S kinsme ". S «ins Draupadi standing nearby 
began to murmur: “Let us bum her with him.” With VtaSi 

permission, they seized her and began to forcibly drag her to he 
burning ground. Bhima heard her loud appeals for help* and dt 
gu sed, si pped ou, of the kitchen, leapt over the well, and rushed 
at them with the trunk of a tree he had uprooted 
They scattered screaming, “Her gandharva husband is here!” 
ernd set her free, but Bhima slaughtered one hundred and five kins- 

men of Kichaka. Their corpses littered the ground, like forest trees 
felled in a storm. 











183 


the KINGDOM of VIRATA 

The citizens went to the king. “Sairindhri is free,” they said, 
“and Kichaka’s kinsmen slain. She is beautiful, and will tempt 
others, for men are lustful. Do what you think is best, sire.” 

Filled with fear, Virata addressed his queen Sudeshna: “When 
she returns, tell her to leave our kingdom. I would tell her myself, 
but I do fiot wish to offend her, for she is protected by fierce 

g Washing herself and her clothes, Draupadi entered the palace. 
“Leave us,” Sudeshna said to her. 

“Let me stay only thirteen more days here, my lady, Draupadi 
said. “Then my gandharva husbands will come and take me away, 
and remember your kindness forever.” 

Meanwhile, Duryodhana’s spies, having combed every village and 
kingdom for a sign of the Pandavas, reported to Duryodhana: 
“They are nowhere in the forests, sire. But a few days ago mys- 
terious gandharvas attacked and killed Kichaka and his kinsmen 

in the kingdom of Virata.” .. 

Duryodhana reflected: “Time is running short. What shall we 

“Who knows what’s happened to them? Kama said. Perhaps 
wild beasts have eaten them, perhaps they' died in an accident, 
0 erhaps they have crossed the ocean. Let us forget them. 

The king of Trigarta, Susharman, often defeated in battle by 
Kichaka said: “If the gandharvas have killed Kichaka, let us 
attack and annex the corn-rich kingdom of Virata, who is now 

^On the seventh day of the dark lunar fortnight, the Kaurava 
kings set out in two divisions to steal cattle from irata as a 
preliminary to an all-out take-over. They attacked on the day the 
period of exile of the Pandavas ended. Virata’s forces, marching 
out clashed with the Kaurava armies in the evening. 

Virata’s horses and charioteer were killed, and he taken prisoner 
by Susharmgn and his brother. Commanded by Yudhishthira, 
Bhima rushed to the rescue; he was about to uproot ^ gian ree 
to wield as a mace when Yudhishthira stopped him. No, it would 
give us away. Fight like the others, with a bow and arrows, sword 

^Virata’s ^on, Uttara, leapt bravely into battle. Yudhishthira 
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slew a thousand, and Bhima seven thousand of the enemy; and 
Susharman fled. Bhima shouted: 

“Running, O Susharman, stealer of cattle, victor of Virata’’ 1 
Susharman turned, Bhima leaped from his chariot, seized him 
by the hair, flung him violently to the ground, and kicked him in 
the head before sitting astraddle on his chest. 

“Beg for mercy, Susharman!” he shouted 
“Let him go,” said Yudhishthira. 

Ashamed, Susharman left the field, and Virata distributed 
honours on the five brothers. “Live in my kingdom and enjoy all 
I can give you wealth, women, whatever pleases you ” 

But Duryodhana and his followers attacked while the flee™ 
soldters of Susharman were being rounded up, and made off with 
s,«y thousand head of catde. Loud was the lamentation ofTe 

cowherds when they reported the loss to the caniml 

enemy.^ " * Chari0t «'” ^Itara “io So for the 
Arjuna asked Draupadi to speak on his behalf 
“A eunuch shall be my charioteer,” said Uttara, “only because 
you recommend h.m, Sairindhri. But I will not ask him" 

Tel! your sister to ask him,” said Draupadi 
So Uttara told his sister, and she went. Slender-waisted like a 
wasp and close-thighed, splendid like Lakshmi herself she I, a 
before Arjuna: “Sairindhri has spoken highly of your skffl to mv 
brother Uttara. You used to be Arjuna'scha'loJer sh^H^ 

The palace ladies giggled as he went, saying “Brine HrUi<, 
from the battle, O Brihannala, and pretty dresses ” 

“Trust me!” said Arjuna. 

But when Uttara saw the mighty host of Kama, Duryodhana 
Drona and Ashvatthaman lined up against him, and the kicked-up 
dust obscuring the sky, he trembled and said to Arjuna, “I cannot 
do it. I am afraid. Let me become a laughing stock. Let my cattle 
be stolen my city destroyed.” Giving up honour and pride'hecast 
aside his bow and arrows. 

“You are a Kshatriya Behave like one,” said Arjuna. “Even 
death is better than cowardice.” And even as Uttara ran, Arjuna 
ran after him, his pigtail flying, and his red dress flapping about 
him. And some soldiers laughed, not knowing it was Arjuna. 
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when Arjuna caught up 


Uttara had not taken a hundred steps 
with him. “Come with me,’’ he said. 

Taking him to the sami tree, Arjuna said, “Climb up quickly. 
V\ The weapons of the Pandavas are hidden in the topmost branches. 
S\ Bring them down, along with the Gandiva bow.” 

“There is a corpse hanging there,” Uttara said. “I will be 
defiled—I am a Kshatriya.” 

“Don’t be silly,” shouted Arjuna. “There’s no corpse, and 
nothing will defile you. Get the weapons!” 

Fearfully Uttara climbed, and brought down the shining weapons. 
“Whose bow is this,” he asked, “decorated with sixty insects in 
gold design? These seven hundred steel-shafted and gold-headed 
arrows? This sword with the sign of the toad?” 

“The bow is the Gandiva. It and the arrows are Arjuna’s,” said 
Arjuna. “The sword is Bhima’s. The other weapons belong to 
Yudhishthira, Nakula, and Sahadeva.” 

“But where are they?” asked Uttara. 

“I am Arjuna, disguised as Brihannala. Your father’s dice player 
f > is Yudhishthira, the cook is Bhima, and looking after the horses 
and cows are Nakula and Sahadeva. Our wife Draupadi is the 
hairdresser Sairindhri.” 

“Where shall we attack? Command me, Arjuna—I will drive you 
there.” , 

“Tie all the quivers to the chariot,” said Arjuna, “and arm 
yourself with a golden sword.” 

In the meantime Duryodhana instructed his soldiers to guard 
the cattle, form ranks, and prepare for battle. “I have a feeling the 
thirteenth year has not been completed. We’ll have Arjuna out, 
and get the Pandavas exiled another twelve years.” 

But Bhishma said, “Time’s wheel revolves in kalas, kasthas, 
days, fortnights, months, planets, seasons and years. Two months 
are added every five years; in thirteen years will be added five 
months and twelve days. The exile period is over. Yudhishthira is 
no fool—he would never allow any Pandava to reveal himself 
"1 within the exile period.” 

Arjuna moved his chariot towards their ranks, his banner flying 
and the twang of his Gandiva bow rising clear above the noise of 
the chariot wheels. “It is the ape banner,” said Drona, “it is 
Arjuna. Look at the two arrows that fall at my feet and the t Wo 
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that whistled past my ears. He salutes me.” 

“Stop here,” said Arjuna to Uttara. “Let me single out Duryo- 
dhana. . . . There’s Drona and his son Ashvatthaman; there’s 
Bhishma, Kripa, and Kama. I do not see him. . . . Turn around; 
let us find him.” 

At that moment Kama attacked, sending out a shower of arrows 
is Arjuna’s direction. Arjuna shot a counter shower of crescent¬ 
shaped arrows with such fierce precision that Kama fled. Then the 
others, spearheaded by Duryodhana, fell on Arjuna where he stood, 
facing the lashing waves surging towards him, steady as an upright 
effulgent flame. Like hawks released by fowlers, his blood-drinking 
arrows shot into the sky. And there was blood everywhere, mixing 
with the rising dust, reddening the red sun. Arjuna shot seventy- 
three arrows at Drona, twelve at Duhshasana, three at Kripa, and 
a hundred at Duryodhana. 

They replied with a cloud of gold-tipped, feathered arrows, 
which sailed across the sky like flocks of cranes. Drona was 
amazed at Arjuna’s skill, and the soldiers stood and gasped at the 
swarms of locust arrows which hid the sky. Bhishma retreated, 
pierced in ten places, and Duryodhana moved in with a loud roar. 

A snake-headed arrow from his fully-stretched bow grazed 
Arjuna’s forehead; but he stood firm, like a proud mountain, 
while the blood trickled down his body like a garland of flowers. 
Angered, he fired a number of snake arrows at Duryodhana. 

Vikama, mounted on an elephent, charged down at him; and 
Arjuna aimed an arrow at the beast’s temples. The elephant fell, 
like a cliff hit by lightning, and Yikarna jumped off in terror and 
ran eight hundred paces back to the shelter of a chariot. 

Seeing the elephant topple, Duryodhana quickly turned his 
chariot and fled; but Arjuna followed and shouted,'“Fight, 
Duryodhana! Let me see your famous bravery!” 

Duryodhana turned, as a snake turns when crushed underfoot; 
so did the others, Bhishma, Drona, and Duhshasana; and they 
rushed at Arjuna in swelling waves. Like a crane piercing a cloud, 
Arjuna sliced through them, shooting his divine weapons right and 
left, deafening the four points with the terrible noise of his conch. 

They stood paralysed, and their bows and arrows slipped from 


their hands. 

“Go quickly,” 


said Arjuna to Uttara, “while they are still in a 


















187 

and Kripa, 


THB KINGDOM OF VIRATA 

state of shock, and get me the white dresses of Drona 
the blue of Duryodhana and Ashvatthaman, and the yellow*of 
Kama. Bhishma is not paralysed. Skirt round his left.” 

Recovering, Duryodhana asked Bhishma, “Why didn’t you shoot 
at Arjuna?” 

I Bhishma smiled. “I did not think mere noise would paralyse 
you.” 

When Uttara returned with the dresses, “Let us turn back,” said 
Arjuna. “The cattle have been recovered, and the enemy routed.” 
On the journey back to the capital Arjuna whispered to Uttara, 
“You are the only one who knows our identity. Keep it secret, lest 
your father become uneasy. Tell him you routed the Kauravas 
singlehanded, and singlehanded recovered the cattle.” 

The advance messengers sent by Uttara arrived in the capital 
with news of the victory, and Yudhishthira said, “I knew it would 
be so. No one loses who has Brihannala as charioteer.” 

Virata ordered princes, courtiers, musicians and courtesans to 
welcome his son to the city, and sent his daughter, accompanied 
\ by virgins and poets, to receive her brother. 

Then he turned to Draupadi: “Bring the dice,” and to Yudhi- 
( shthira: “Let’s see your skill, Kanka. Start the dice game.” 

“Gambling is dangerous sire,” said Yudhishthira, “specially when 
there’s excitement in the air. Haven’t you heard of the fate of 
Yudhishthira, who lost his kingdom and his brothers? But if you 
order it, I will play.” 

While they played, Virata said, “My son has routed the 
Kauravas.” 

“Why not?” said Yudhishthira. “Brihannala was his charioteer.” 
“What do you mean, you scoundrel?” shouted Virata, angered. 
“Does my son need the help of a eunuch to win a battle? Don’t 
you even have decent words in your mouth? I forgive you this 
time because I like you. Never speak those words to me again.” 

"Sire, it is the truth that Brihannala has no equal. He has 
vanquished the gods and the demons —why not the Kauravas.” 

Virata flung the dice in his face. Blood flowed from Yudhi- 
shthira’s nose, but he cupped it in his hands, and looked at 
Draupadi, standing nearby. She brought him a golden jug full of 
water and he poured the blood in it. 

In the meantime Uttara had entered the capital, applauded by 
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the crowds of citizens. He sent a messenger to the king with the 
words: “Uttara, your son, waits with Brihannala at the gate for 
yQUt permission to enter. 

“They are both welcome, very welcome,” said Virata. 

But Yudhishthira whispered in the messenger’s ears: “Only 
Uttara; not Brihannala. He will kill the king if he sees me 
bleeding.” 

As Uttara entered, he noticed Yudhishthira’s bleeding nose. 

“Who struck him, father?” he asked Virata. 

“I did. He praised the eunuch more than my son.” 

“Ob, it is a terrible deed!” said Uttara. “Ask his forgiveness 
before the Brahmin curses you.” 

Virata rose, but Yudhishthira said, “It is all right, sire. I forgave 
you a long time ago.” 

The bleeding had stopped by the time Brihannala entered. 
Virata said to his son: “O Uttara, my son, your exploits give me 
such happiness! To rout so man^ of the bravest warriors without a 
single wound on your person! My enemies are all smashed. I feel a 
soft music in my ears.” 

“I did not recover the cattle, father, nor did I rout the 
Kauravas,” said Uttara. “The son of a god stopped me as I was 
running away from the battlefield; he mounted my chariot, and 
slaughtered the enemy. He is the one. And when the battle was 
won, he disappeared. But he will return, either tomorrow or the 
day after—who knows when?” 

On the third day, bathed and dressed in white, wearing numerous 
ornaments, the Pandavas entered the palace gates, Yudhishthira 
leading, like five elephants. They sat on thrones reserved for royal 
visitors, their persons shone like suns. Virata saw them refulgent 
in the council chamber, and shouted: 

“You, Kanka, dice-player, what are you doing on a throne?” 
Arjuna smiled. “Not this, but Indra’s throne is where he should 
sit, for he is Yudhishthira, son of Pandu.” And he pointed out hi^ 
other brothers by name, Uttara corroborating. 

“I have been guilty of a great wrong,” said Virata to Uttara. 
“If you wish, I shall give my daughter to Arjuna.” 

A treaty was immediately signed between Yudhishthira and 
Virata, and Virata said to the Pandavas: “It is my good fortune 
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that you have graced my kingdom. My kingdom and all that I 
have, I make over to you. And to Arjuna, I give the hand of my 
daughter.” 

Yudhishthira glanced at Arjuna, and Arjuna replied: “Sire, I 
accept her as my daughter-in-law. It will make a good alliance.” 

“Why not as your wife, Arjuna?” asked Virata. 

“In the female quarters, disguised as Brihannala, I knew her 
well, and she looked upon me as her father. I was like a father to 
her during her puberty. It will not be right if I now make her my 
wife. People will talk, and doubt my purity. Let us say I am afraid 
of the gossip —but if she becomes the wife of my son Abhimanyu, 
who is loved by Krishna himself, all slander will be stilled.” 

Many kings from near and distant lands attended the marriage 
ceremony. Krishna gave female servants, dresses, and ornaments to 
each Pandava. Conches, cymbals, horns, and drums sounded in 
the palace; hundreds of deer and other animals were killed, wines 
and intoxicating juices gathered; poets recited praise of the 
dynasty, and mimes performed. Virata gave Abhimanyu seven 
thousand horses as speedy as the wind, two hundred elephants, 
and much gold; and after he had poured ghee on the sacred fire 
and paid his respects to the twice-born, he gave to the Pandavas 
his kingdom, his army, his treasury, and his loyalty. 
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After the nuptial celebrations that night, the Pandavas rested: they 
rose at dawn and met the visiting kings in the court of Virata. 
There Krishna said to them: 

“The terms of Yudhishthira’s agreement with Duryodhana are 
known to all of you. After losing the dice game, they went into 
exile for thirteen years, and though they could have taken their 
kingdom by force any time they wanted, they kept their word. 
Consider this well, O kings. A promise has been kept—the Pan¬ 
davas have been truthful. Duryodhana’s attitude in this matter is 
not known to us. I suggest therefore that an envoy be sent from 
our side—a man respectable, dependable, and virtuous—with a 
request to return Yudhishthira’s half of the kingdom in accor¬ 
dance with the agreement.” 

“If the envoy is given gentle words to speak, I will support this 
move,” said Balarama, the elder brother of Krishna. “War is not 
our object. Peace is. Where force fails, gentleness might work.” 

Satyaki stood up quickly. “What use is there in mincing words? 

On the same tree one branch bears fruit, another is barren. In the 
same family one man is brave, another timid. Why should Yudhi- 
shthira use gentleness? Why should he beg to receive what is his 
right to get? Either he is given his kingdom or we shall see that he 
takes it. With Arjuna on our side, we can’t lose.” 

“Noble words,” said Krishna, “and loyal sentiments, which we 
appreciate. But our first duty remains, and it is to conciliate; it 
would be foolish to adopt any other course. Let us then send them 
this message: If the Kauravas are prepared to make peace on 
honourable terms, excellent; if.not, we are ready to adopt other 
means.” 

kDr aupada sent his own priest to the Kauravas with the message, •— 
and Arjuna went to Dvaraka with Krishqa and Balarama. In the 
meantime, however, Duryodhana’s spies brought him news of the 
conference in Virata’s court. Taking with him a small body of 
picked soldiers, Duryodhana rushed to Dvaraka, arriving there the 
same day as Arjuna. 

Duryodhana entered the room where Krishna was sleeping, and 
sat on a cushion near his head. Arjuna stood, with arms folded, 
at his feet. Krishna woke, and saw Arjuna; and Duryodhana said: 

“0 Krishna, I entered the room first, seeking your help. You can¬ 
not refuse me.” 
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“I know you entered first,” said Krishna, “but my eyes fell on 
Arjuna first. Both of you shall get my help. The younger gets the 
first choice. Choose, Arjuna, between the strength of a hundred 
million soldiers, ready to fight, on the one hand, and me, hands 
tied, on the battlefield, on the other.” 

Arjuna chose Krishna, though Krishna had vowed to lay down 
his arras on the battlefield; and Duryodhana was delighted to have 
the strength of a hundred million soldiers on his side. 

When Duryodhana left, Krishna asked: “Why did you pick me, 
knowing I would not fight?” 

I can handle the soldiers myself, O Krishna, if I have your 
presence to give me moral support. Some of your glory will surely 
rub off on me.” 

I will be your charioteer,” said Krishna. “You can depend on 
me.” 


Hearing that king Shalya, brother of Madri (mother of Nakula and 
Sahadeva) had camped with his army on an area of six square 
miles, Duryodhana went and paid him homage, and entertained 
him with the choicest meats and wines. Pleased, Shalya embraced 
Duryodhana, and said, “What can I do for you?” 

I want you as the leader of my armies,” replied Duryodhana. 

Soon after, Draupada’s priest arrived in the Kaurava court, and 
was welcomed by Dhritarashtra, Bhishma, and Vidura. 

Sire, he said, “it is not for me to dwell on the common line¬ 
age of the Kauravas and the Pandavas. It is not for me to say 
that the kingdom should be equally divided between the sons of 
Dhritarashtra and Pandu. But it is for me to say that dharma 
demands the return of what must be returned, that an agreement 
must be honoured.” 

We are happy to hear all is well with the Pandavas,” said 
Bhishma, “and happier that they seek peace with their cousins. All 
that you say is true and, because you are a Brahmin, you know 
how to put things well.” 

Kama angrily interrupted, “We know all this, O Brahmin. Who 
doesn t know all this? What is the point in repeating the obvious? 
K the Pandavas think they can pressurise Duryodhana into giving 
up half the kingdom, they are mistaken. If justice demands it, he 
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will forsake the whole world, but no one pushes him around!” 

“Big words, Kama,” said Bhishma. “He got pushed around 
when Arjuna singlehanded repulsed all the six Kaurava heroes in 
Virata’s kingdom. Listen to this Brahmin.” 

Dhritarashtra said, “I will think this over and decide what is best 
for all concerned.” To the priest he said, “You can go; I will send 
Sanjaya with my reply.” 

To Sanjaya he said, “Go where the Pandavas are. Soothe them 
with sweet words. Enquire after their welfare. They have always 
been good and obedient, and they will begin to like us. See that 
no hostile or warlike word escapes your lips. Use your discretion, 
and be specially gentle to Krishna. They will do nothing unless he 

approves.” , 

Sanjaya hurried to Upaplavya, and Yudhishthira said. It 
pleases the eyes to see you again, Sanjaya. How is everyone in the 
palace? How are you?” 

“I bring a message from King Dhritarashtra,” said Sanjaya, 
“and I would advise you to listen to it carefully. He praises your 
honesty and humility, your wisdom and liberality. He says you 
always know what is the right thing to do. He knows that you con¬ 
sider an evil act to be a blot on the family honour, like a speck of 
collyrium on a white sheet. On his behalf, I prostrate myself before 
Krishna and Drupada. I beg that you act in a way that will bring 
prosperity to the family.” 

“But this is very strange, Sanjaya,” said Yudhishthira. What 
have I said or done that suggests I am a mischief-maker? Who 
doesn’t know the dangers of vvar-mongering? Why should a man 
in his senses ever think of war? Why should the gods ever curse 
him so?- You know the whole story of our relations with Duryo- 
dhana. We are still the same Pandavas. Friendship is still our 
hope. But Indraprastha must be returned to us.” 

“But why do you insist on this?” asked Sanjaya “Anger is a 
vicious drug; it goes to the head, and leads to ruin. Isn't patience 
better?” 

“Patience is indeed better,” replied Yudhishthira, “if you first 
decide who’s right and who’s wrong. But patience when vice pre¬ 
tends to be virtue, or virtue pretends to be vice, is out of place. 
Here is Krishna, who has advised many kings. Let him say if I 
am wrong. He sees both sides of the case. He is dear to us. What- 
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ever he advises, I follow.” 

Krishna said, “It is my desire, Sanjaya, to witness the prospe¬ 
rity of both the Kauravas and the Pandavas. Can you deny that 
Yudhishthira has been greatly forbearing all these years? And can 
you deny that Duryodhana wants the entire kingdom for himself? 
Feelings are bound to run high in such a case. Do not get the idea, 
Sanjaya, that you know more of what is right and wrong than I or 
Yudhishthira. 

“When the lustful Duhshasana dragged Draupadi into the 
assembly hall, none of the Kurus except Vidura said a word in 
protest. Instead, Kama taunted her, saying ‘You are now a slave; 
you have no husbands to look after you; choose one of us as your 
lord.’ Can you expect Arj'una ever to forget those words? And 
Duhshasana called the defeated Pandavas eunuchs. 

“If Dhritarashtra and his hundred sons make up a forest, the 
five Pandavas are tigers in that forest. The forest hides the tigers, 
but without the tigers, the unprotected forest is easily cut down. 
Tell Dhritarashtra that our desire is to maintain peaceful rela¬ 
tions.” 

“May peace and happiness attend you,” said Sanjaya. “May 
your best wishes go with me.” 

“Go in peace, Sanjaya,” added Yudhishthira. “And on my 
behalf tell Duryodhana: Give me back my Indraprastha, or prepare 
for war." 

Returning to Hastinapura with all possible speed, Sanjaya said 
to the palace guard: “Tell Dhritarashtra that I am here with im- 
portant news. Hurry.” 

“Yudhishthira is well,” reported Sanjaya to Dhritarashtra, “and 
wants his kingdom returned to him. I am tired, sire, give me leave 
to rest. Tomorrow, if you wish, I shall repeat the words of 
Yudhishthira to the conference of the Kauravas in the assembly 
hall.” 

Dhritarashtra summoned a court attendant. “Tell Vidura I wish 
to see him ” 

Vidura came and stood with folded palms before the King. 
“Sanjaya is back, Vidura,” said Dhritarashtra, “and tomorrow 
is the conference of the Kauravas. I am so nervous I cannot 
sleep. Peace has deserted me, my mind is whirling. What should I 
do?” 
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, • Inset of all wealth, 

“Sire, sleep deserts a thief, a lustful mao, a 1 j trust sire 

a failure, and a weakling attacked by a brave ea *™? QUS of o ; hers i 

none of these applies to your case. Are you c 

wealth?” . s h tra 

“You are wise, you know best,” replied Dhrita ' d h ' im » sa id 
“Yudhishthira has every virtue, yet you ‘^ ect a crime of 

Vidura. “The man whose conscience makes mm ^ remark- 
which no one is aware but he, is a remarkable per - ^ that is 

able, sire: give the Pandavas back the share ol tn 

rightfully theirs.” ju-chthira’s message, the 

Next morning, eager to listen to YuddlS “ lden floor was 
filed into the assembly ha • , ivory, marble, 

and on it were P iaceu 


and princes, I com- 


“Tell us about 


Kaurava princes 
washed with sandal water, 
gold and wooden seats. 

“In the presence of all these noble sons. tQ y 0U > 

mand you, Sanjaya, to tell us exactly what Arju ^ tQ retum 

“This is what Arjuna said, sire: If Dur y° dba terrible karma, 
our kingdom, he is blinded by the evil of 
whose consequences he will soon enough reap. 

“What about their army?” asked Dhritarashtra. 

the size of their army.” fell< Re vived, he 

Sanjaya sighed deeply, seemed to swoon, a 

said: . There is Bhima, who 

“They have Dhristadyumna on their side, in ^ burning 

killed the rakshasa Hidimba, and rescued them . g Arjuna 

lacquer house. There are Nakula and Sahade ’ da < s pa lace in 
There is Shikhandin, born as a daughter m L ’ ru P an d chan- 

order to destroy Bhishma who will not fight a woma , ^ maQy 
ged now into a man by the power of a yaksha. All 

others .... rth _ Gandiva bow, 

“Knowing as you do the destructive power ot tn 

sire,” added Sanjaya, “why are you moved by the wor s 

sons?” 

“We are more than a match for all of them,” said Duryodhana. 
“Are we a pack of cowards? Because they might kill us, s a e 
therefore run? Bhima and Krishna and Arjuna know me as e 
world’s champion wielder of the mace. Ashvatthaman is s 't e in 
the use of the finest weapons. Kripa, born in a bush, son o the 
great sage Gautama, cannot be killed. Divinely born also are his 
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father and uncle, both on our side. Arjuna caa’t tackle them all. 

And look at Kama, who is Bhishma, Kripa, and Drona rolled in 
one when it comes to fighting. My soldiers comprise already ten 
akshauhinis. Yudhishthira has only seven. He hasn’t a chance.” 

He turned to Sanjaya. “How does he feel with only seven 
akshauhinis against my ten?” 

“Confident that he will win,” answered Sanjaya. 

“It pleases you to think so,” Duryodhana said. 

The other princes, who had been listening silently to the ex¬ 
change between Duryodhana and Sanjaya, rose and left the assem¬ 
bly. After they had left, Dhritarashtra turned to Sanjaya. 

Now, Sanjaya, tell me, and do not hide anything: where do we 
stand? You know these things better than I do^Do we have a 
chance against the Pandavas?” 

(( “ T wil1 not sa y a word to you in secret, sire,” replied Sanjaya. 

“It is not my intention to breed more suspicion and bitterness. I 
shall reply to your question only in the presence of the noble Vyasa 
and Queen Gandhari.” 

Both were summoned, and in their presence Sanjaya spoke: 
r ^ r J una and Krishna are both divinely-born, as you know; 1 
Krishna s chakra is a miraculous weapon, and spreads illusion 
and confusion wherever it is hurled. I will say only this: If 
Krishna were placed on one scale, and the entire universe on the 
other, the balance would tip in his favour. For he is the lord of 
time and death, the creator of illusion, and revolver of the cosmic 
wheel.” 

And how is it that you, Sanjaya, come upon this interesting 
piece of information?” asked Dhritarashtra. 

“I know, and you don’t,’-’ replied Sanjaya. “That is all. I don’t 
expect fools to appreciate the divine glory of Krishna. But I know 
that he is the creator, he alone is Divinity, from him all things 
came and to him all things go.” 

“Still, Sanjaya, let us know how you have come to these con¬ 
clusions,” persisted Dhritarashtra. 

“I have faith, and that is enough for me,” replied Sanjaya. “I 
do not perform useless rituals and I am not deceived.” 

“Why don’t you listen to what Sanjaya says?” Dhritarashtra 
asked Duryodhana. 

“Not even if Krishna were to kill all mankind would he impress 










WAR PREPARATIONS 


199 


me,” replied Durvodhana. 

After Sanjaya’s departure, Yudhishthira said to Krishna: “Now is 
friendship put'to the test. O Krishna, all our hopes are in you. 
Because you have been friendly to us, I have been courageous. 
Help us now.” 

“I have heard what Sanjaya said, and I have heard you,” said 
Krishna. “You have dharma in your heart, and Duryodhana has 
enmity. Get a large army ready. Duryodhana is not going to part 
with the kingdom he won unjustly from you.” 

“But let us be gentle at first,” said Bhima. We shall fight only 

in the last resort.” . 

Hearing Bhima speak in this fashion, as if a mountain had be¬ 
come weightless, or fire turned cold, Krishna smiled and fanned 

the ashes with his words. “You are a strange man, Bliima. Some¬ 
times you can think of nothing except crushing the sons of 

Dhritarashtra. You laugh hysterically, you pass your days alone, 

you put your head between your knees, and get lost m yourself. 
Once you gripped your mace hard and, in the presence of aU your 
brothers, solemnly vowed not to rest until you had killed Dutyo- 

dhana. And now your heart palpitates, your knees tremble, and 
you are become a eunuch. Your brothers are drown.ng around 
you, and you speak like a mumbling cow. 

y “No, no, Krishna,” said Bhima, “I didn t mean that. I am a 
warrior, and I know it. You make fun of me, Krishna, your cruel 
words open a pus-filled sore in me. It is not because I am afraid, 
but because I want to give my cousins a chance to save themselves 

that I said what I said.” 

“And I wasn’t mocking you, Bhima, replied knsh . 
testing you. Never let anger destroy your presence of mind learn 

to smile in the face of calamity.” «. . A 

Noticing Bhima arguing in favour of conciliation, Draupadi sai 

tearfully: , 

“You know, Krishna, how they insulted me. They deserve no 

mercy. Punish them! Has any woman suffered as I have. I am t e 
daughter of King Drupada, born from a holy sacrifice; I am the 
sister of Dhrishtadyumna who, Krishna, is your friend. lam the 
wife of the Pandavas—and I was dragged by the hair and insulted 
in front of all the assembled kings! I prayed to you then for help. 


\ 
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Shame on Arjuna, and shame on Bhima, who did not help in my 
deepest distress. If you care for me at all, let the fire of your anger 
fall on the sons of Dhritarashtra.” 


Sobbing, the lotus-eyed Draupadi walked up to Krishna, lifted 
her dark-blue, perfumed, wavy, snake-glossy braid in her left hand, 
and said: 


“Look at this hair, Krishna! Look at it well, for this hair was 
seized by the evil Duhshasana! If Arjuna and Bhima will not 
avenge me, my old father will. My sons will. I will never know 
peace till the arm of Duhshasana is severed from his body and 
smashed. Thirteen years I have waited for that day, thirteen years 
I have nourished revenge in my heart. And now Bhima is suddenly 
become moral, and my heart breaks.” 

She broke into loud sobbing, and her fiery tears drenched her 
large breasts. 


Do not cry, Draupadi,” said Krishna. “I promise you that 
even as you have wept, the ladies of the Kauravas will weep when 
their kinsmen perish in the great war. Consider them as dead, all 
those who deserve your anger.” 

He Paused. “I will go to Dhritarashtra, and speak to him 
personally.” 


The night passed; 

The sun rose in the east; 

It was the season of dew, 

Autumn was over. 

The fertile earth blossomed with crops. 

At such a time did Krishna leave. 

Duryodhana received advance information of Krishna’s mission 
from his spies. He went to Bhishma, Drona, Vidura and Sanjaya, 
and said: 

“Such wonderful news! The great Krishna honours us with a 
visit on behalf of the Pandavas!” 

Dhritarashtra said: “Order the citizens to receive him with the 
warmest of welcomes. Let flags and banners flutter on all the 
towers, let the roads be cleaned and watered.” 

Vidura said: “Sire, your years make you venerable, and what 
you say is respected by all. But I would advise sincerity instead of 
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show. Let us refrain from trying to deceive Krishna. All this is 
nothing but deception. The Pandavas want only what is their 
right—and you do not, sire, in your heart intend giving them 
that; you would not give them even five villages.” 

“Put Krishna in prison when he comes here tomorrow, is my 
advice,” said Duryodhana. 

Deeply pained, Dhritarashtra said: ‘‘Never utter such words in 
my presence again. He comes as an envoy. What harm has he done 

us that we should arrest him?” 

Leaving at daybreak, Krishna arrived in Hastinapura; not a 
single citizen-man, woman, or child-remained indoors when he 
entered the city. His chariot inched slowly through the welcoming 
multitude till he reached the ash-coloured palace of Dhritarashtra. 
Dhritarashtra directed him to a gold-and jewel seat of exquisite 
workmanship, on which he reclined while priests brought him 
offerings of a cow, honey and curds, and water, part of the 

customary ritual of hospitality. 

Duryodhana invited him to dine at the palace. Krishna refuse . 
“Why do you refuse my hospitality, Krishna?” Duryodhana 

asked gently but maliciously. “Don’t you wish us well? I had an 

idea that you were impartial.” 

Krishna raised his right arm, and replied in a cloud-booming 
voice, each syllable uttered with immaculate precision. “Perhaps 
you are unaware, Duryodhana, that envoys eat and accept honour 
only after their mission is successful.” 

“Success or failure is not the point, Krishna,’ said Duryodhana. 
“We are trying to please you, and you refuse to be pleased. We 
are trying to honour you, and you spurn our honour. We have no 
quarrel with you, Krishna. You have no reason to be rude with 
us.” 

Krishna looked straight at Duryodhana. “Neither desire, anger, 
malice, greed, nor love of argument sways me from the path of 
dharma. A man eats another’s food when he is in need. I am not 
in need, nor have you given me cause to think that you have any 
special affection for me. I will dine with Vidura. I am honoured 
by your invitation, but I dine with Vidura.” 

After Krishna had finished his dinner, Vidura said to him. 
“Your visit is most untimely, Krishna. Duryodhana is in no mood 
to listen to good advice.” 
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“Let me explain why I am here,” Krishna said. “The causeis a 
noble one. Failing in a noble cause is merit enough. My conscience 
tells me I am doing the right thing, even if I come, as you say, at 
the wrong time.” 

The night passed, and the stars passed, while they discussed 
subtle and pleasing matters; and they were woken early in the 
(iporning by the voices of minstrels and poets chanting to the 
accompaniment of conches and cymbals. Krishna bathed, and went 
to the palace assembly room. 

“I come here to arrange an honourable reconciliation between 
the cousins,” he said to Dhritarashtra. “I have nothing else to say. 

I seek your benefit as well as theirs. Peace is the pressing need.” 

“What is the use of talk?” said Duryodhana, laughing and slap¬ 
ping his thigh. “I am what I am. What will happen, will happen.” 

Dhritarashtra turned to Krishna. “Your words are reasonable 
and noble. But I am helpless. You see my son’s attitude. Persuade 
him if you can, for I am unable to influence him.” 

“Listen to me, Duryodhana, for what I say is for your benefit,” 
Krishna said gently. “You are high-born and your family is 
renowned for its wisdom. Take my advice.” 

Dhritarashtra said quickly to Vidura, “Ask Gandhari to come 
here. She is wise and far-sighted. She might be able to move her 

„ ^ _ 95 

son. 

When she began to speak, Duryodhana sighed deeply; his eyes 
flashed with anger as she scolded him. 

“Listen to the advice of your elders, my son,” she said. “Give up 
greed. It can lead only to ruin.” 

Duryodhana rose, strode out of the palace, and went to 
Shakuni. He, Kama, Shakuni, and Duhshasana agreed that 
Krishna had come as a cover for a surprise attack by the Pandavas; 
that he should be forcibly held; that his imprisonment would 
^unnerve the Pandavas and render them powerless, like a fangless 
snake. 

But Satyaki, Krishna’s kinsman, overheard them, and instructed 
a body of soldiers to stand guard outside the palace while he went 
in and informed Krishna, Dhritarashtra, and Vidura of the plot. 

“Order Duryodhana to come here,” Dhritarashtra said to 
ViduraT “I will make one more attempt to dissuade my greedy 
son.” 
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When Duryodhana entered, along with the other princes, 
Dhritarashtra said: “Self-seeking wretch! You cry for the moon 
like a baby, and you seek to imprison Krishna under my very 
nose! You fool, can’t you see it’s like trying to hold the wind in 
your hands?” 

Krishna looked at the princes, and addressed Dhritarashtra, 
Drona, Bhishma, Kripa, Sanjaya and Vidura: 

“You have seen all that has happened. You have seen Duryodhana 
walk out in anger. You have been Dhritarashtra s helplessness. It 

is time for me to take my leave.” 

He mounted his white chariot and drove off to meet his aunt, 
Kunti, mother of Yudhishthira, Arjuna and Bhima. 

“Tell Arjuna,” said Kunti to Krishna, “that at the time of his 
birth, a divine voice spoke sweetly out of the sky, saying, ‘Kunti, 
your son will excel even Indra. He will defeat the Kauravas, 
conquer the world, and his fame will reach heaven itself.’ Remind 
him, Krishna, of the cruel treatment of Draupadi by Duhshasana. 
Tell him that I am well. Look after him, Krishna. 

Bowing to and half-circling her, Krishna strode out o er ouse 
like a majestic lion and, taking Kama with him, left the pa ace o 

Dhritarashtra. v 

“Kama,” he said gently, ‘‘you have studied the Vedas. Vou are 

a son born to an unmarried virgin, but you know the scripture 
say that such a son must accept as father any man w o 
the mother. Your mother is Kunti. you ate Paudu's sou h.s eldest 
son, born before Yudhishthira. Let me tell this to e ’ 

they will fall at your feet and give you all the respect you • 

Draupadi will become your wife, and Kunti will be happy- 
the Pandavas as your brothers.” 

“I know I am morally Pandu’s son,” replied Kar • 
virgin, my mother bore me from her union with Surya,; , 

god. But she cast me away from her, and the charioteer ira 
found me and brought me up. That day love for me fille lS 1 
Radha’s breasts with milk. She suckled me; she cleaned my ur 
and my stools. She is my mother. No, Krishna, I cannot now 
back on them. And I am loyal to Duryodhana and I ww mee 
Arjuna in single combat on the battlefield. Neither ear, nor 
temptation, neither family ties nor death can alter my decision. 

“I had a dream once, Krishna, of Yudhishthira and bis brothers, 
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dressed in white robes and seated on white thrones in a palace 
that had a thousand columns. And I saw you in that dream, busy 
scattering weapons of war on the blood-red earth. Then I saw 
Yudhishthira standing on a heap of bones, gladly licking thick 
sweet curd from a golden plate, and it looked to me as if he was 
swallowing the world you gave to him. 1 saw Bhima too, mace in 
hand, straddling a mountain. And Nakula and Sahadeva, wearing 
white braclets, white garlands and white robes, sitting in chariots 
that rested on human shoulders. All the other kings in the dream 
had blood-red head-dresses, and Bhishma and Drona I saw were 
riding in camel-driven vehicles. 

“I can see the omens of death when they come. If we come out 
of the great battle alive, Krishna, we will meet again; if not, we 
will meet in heaven. Till then—” 

Kama pressed Krishna to his breast, got down from the chariot, 
and left; and Krishna sadly returned to the Pandavas and told 
them all that had happened. 

Meanwhile, Vidura went to Kunti and said, “Sleep has deserted 
me. The King is blinded with pride, and Duryodhana will not 
listen; and the Pandavas are preparing for war.” 

Kunti sighed deeply. “What use is wealth when kinsmen perish?” 
She thought: As a virgin I summoned the sun god who gave me 
Kama. Surely Kama will listen to me. 

On the banks of the Ganga, Kunti heard the Vedas chanted by 
her son, a man of compassion and truth. She stood behind him, 
patiently. He raised his arms and stood still, facing the east. She 
waited for his meditation to end. 

The Vrishni lady, the Kaurava wife waited. She wilted in the 
sun’s heat like a faded lotus garland. She sheltered in the shade of 
Kama’s dress. 

Disciplined Kama meditated till the sun’s rays had heated his 
back. He turned. He saw Kunti. He folded his palms in anjali'. He 
observed the custom. The proud and powerful son of Vikartana, 
finest of men of dharma, smiled as if surprised, and spoke to 
Kunti. 

“I am Kama, son of Radha and Adhiratha. I bow to you. Why 
are you here? What can I do for you?” 

Kunti replied, “You are Kunti’s son, not Radha’s. Adhiratha is 
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not your father. You were not born a Suta. Please believe me. I was 
unmarried when I conceived you. You were the first life in my 
womb. My son, you were born in Kuntiraja’s palace. O Kama, 
finest of fighters, the god Surya whose light makes all things visible 
is your father. Your birth is divine, my son. \ou were born in my 
father’s palace with gold earrings and a skin-coat of mail, and you 
shone with glory.” 

She continued, “Because you do not know this, because you do 
not know who your brothers are, you serve Duryodhana. It is not 
right that you should do this, my son. According to, dharrna, the 
finest fruit of dharma is to earn the approval of one’s father ana 
mother by pleasing them. The majesty of Yudhishthira, whic 
Arjuna protected once, has been usurped by Duryodhana. Recover 
it from his selfish hands, and be yourself majestic. Let all the 
Kauravas today see Kama and Arjuna, brother and brot er, 
reconciled. May the wicked bow down! If, like Balarama and 
Krishna, Kama and Arjuna become one, what is therein the 
world that they will not be able to do? Surrounded by your five 
brothers, Kama, shine! Shine like Brahma on a dais at a great 
sacrifice, surrounded by the gods. You have all the talents, you 
are my eldest son. Don’t say you are a Suta’s son. You are the 
radiant son of Kunti.” 

Kama heard a loving voice issue from the distant disc of the 
sun—it was Surya speaking from paternal affection: ‘Kunti speaks 
the truth. Follow your mother’s advice, Kama. Great good will 
come if you do.” 

But neither the words of his mother nor the voice of his father 
swayed firm-in-truth Kama from his resolve. 

“Kshatriya lady,” Kama said, “I do not agree with you that to 
do what you say is the door to dharma. The way you behaved 
with me was highly objectionable. Because of it, I suflered, my 
dignity suffered. Born a Kshatriya, I was deprived of Kshatriya 
rites because you treated me as you did. What enemy could have 
done worse? When I needed help, you gave me none. You deprived 
me of my samskciras. Now you need me, and so you come to me. 
You never cared for me as a mother. Now you come to me, 
because you need me.” 

Kama continued, “Who does not fear the alliance of Arjuna and 
Krishna? If I defect to the Pandavas, will they not say I did 
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so out of fear? Till today, I had no brother. If, on the eve of 
battle, I join the Pandavas, what will all the Kshatriyas think of 
me? The sons of Dhritarashtra have accepted me, even offered me 
their puja. I have been happy with them. How can I desert them? 
They have declared war. They need my help. They respect me, as 
the Vasus respect Indra. They believe that my help will make them 
overcome their enemies. How can I disappoint them? I am the 
boat they plan to use to cross the vast ocean of war. How can I 
abandon them who have no other hope? Now is the time for 
Duryodhana’s dependents to show their loyalty. This I will do, 
even at the risk of my life. There are men who accept food and 
shelter, but turn into scoundrels when the time for repayment 
comes. They betray the bread of their masters, they deceive the 
rajas they once served. For siich rascals, there is neither this 
world nor the next. I have chosen the side of Duryodhana. I will 
fight your sons to the best of my ability. I will not play false.” 

Kama added, “I know your advice is sincere. I should take it 
with grace, like a good man. I cannot in these circumstances. Yet 
I will honour your feelings. I promise not to kill on the battle¬ 
field any of your sons whom I have in my power to kill—I mean 
Yudhishthira, Bhima, and the twins—all except Arjuna. In 
Yudhishthira’s army, Arjuna alone is my equal. I will kill Arjuna, 
and enjoy the fruits of success. Or Arjuna will kill me—and that 
will be a glorious end too. Noble lady, in either case you will have 
five sons living. Either Kama survives—or, if Kama dies, Arjuna 
dies too.” 

Kunti heard these words of Kama and shook with grief. 
Trembling, she embraced him who was disciplined and firm and 
strong. 

“Fate is all-powerful, Kama,” she said. “What you say may 
well come true. The Kaurava race is doomed. You have promised 
the lives of four brothers. O foe-crushing hero, remember your 
promise when the missiles fly on the field of battle.” 

Kunti whispered, “May you prosper, my son.” 

Kama said, “So be it.” 

They parted, going different ways. 

Yudhishthira’s soldiers camped on a part of Kurukshetra that 
was flat, pleasant, and convenient for grass and fuel supplies. 
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Cemetries, burial places, temples and other holy grounds were 
avoided. In the morning, the great march began, until they came 
to the holy river Hiranvati which flows through Kurukshetra; here 
Krishna ordered a moat to be dug; and sentinels’ tents pitched. 
Then the other tents were set up, some at great distance from each 
other in the interests of safety, some as lavish as palaces, and 
stocked amply with fuel, wine and food. Hundreds of artisans, 
doctors and surgeons came to the place. Each tent had an attached 
armoury, hill-shaped, of bows and arrows, breast-plates, battle axes, 
spears, swords, quivers, shafts and other weapons. Hundre s o 
hill-huge elephants could be seen, protected with steel casings rom 
which projected sharp spikes. The allies of the Pandavas marched^ 
to the camp in large numbers. 

Next day Duryodhana deployed his eleven dkshauhmis by classi¬ 
fying them into crack, mediocre, and inferior divisions and placing 
them, respectively, in the lead, the centre and the rear of his battle 
formation. The army glittered: there were quiver-carrying chariots 
protected by tiger skin and stiff leather on both sides, i 
for javelin-throwers; there were quiver-carrying horses and ele¬ 
phants, which would throw long-handled spears, and fl uiv ^ r ' ca ^ 
ing foot soldiers too, armed with short, heavy clubs, pots o m 
mable oil, poisonous snakes, grease, and sand, short spears o w ic 
were attached small bells; there were machines for hurling tar 
water, and stone; spiked clubs, plough poles, poisoned darts ind 
missiles that shot flaming gases. Each chariot, pulle > 
the best horses, carried a hundred bows; one driver managed tne , 
two lead horses, and a driver each was in charge of the two lorse 
for the two side wheels. Seven warriors mounted each eiepnanr, 
decorating them like jewels on a hill- two armed with hooks, two 
expert bowmen, two swordsmen, and one armed with a spear 
trident. There were thousands of horses, all specially pic e no ° 
paw and scratch the ground with their forehooves. Each c ano 
was protected by ten elephants, each elephants, by ten horseS, tH 
horse by ten foot-soldiers. In reserve were chariots, each protected 
by fifty elephants, with a hundred horses attached to each elephant, 
and seven foot-soldiers to each horse. (> 

“An army’s nothing but an ant-heap without a commander, 
said Duryodhana to Bhishma. “Without you, we are helpless. 

“The Pandavas are as dear to me as you are,” replied Bhishma, 
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“but I have given you my word, and I will lead your army, on one 
condition —either Kama or I must lead the first attack, since 
Kama is always comparing his skill in arms to mine.” 

“As long as Bhishma is alive to fight, I will not take up arms,” 
said Kama. 

Duryodhana installed Bhishma as commander of the Kaurava 
forces to the accompaniment of music from thousands of drums 
and conchshells. From the cloudless sky blood fell and coagulated 
the red soil; storms broke out, elephants trumpeted, meteors 
famed and died, and jackals howled. 

Next morning, after purifying baths and offerings to Brahmins, 
Duryodhana s forces raised their banners, and marched out to 
battle. 

Yudhishthira’s army moved too, led by Dhristadyumna, the 
kings glittering like planets in the sky. His seventy thousand ele¬ 
phants were walking hills. 

The soldiers shouted; drums roared; and conches blew in tens of 
thousands. 



















































The two armies stood ranged against each other like two agitated 
oceans at the end of a yuga. The Pandavas and the Kauravas 
agreed on rules of warfare for the various forms of combat. 
Soldiers would fight only similarly armed adversaries, and fight 
fairly in all situations. Those who broke ranks and fled would be 
spared. No soldier would take advantage of another’s unprepared¬ 
ness or panic. The following would be spared: a soldier begging 
for mercy; a soldier retreating or disarmed; charioteers, animals, 
supply-carrying groups, drummers and conch-blowers. 

Seeing the armies arrayed for battle, Vyasa said to Dhrita- 
rashtra: “Time has run out for your sons and the warlike kings. If 
you wish to see them engaged in battle, I will grant you special 
vision.” 

“Who wishes to see kinsmen slaughtered, holy one!” said 
Dhritarashtra. “But I would nevertheless like to hear about the 
events of the battle.” 

“In that case, I endow Sanjaya with special powers. Nothing in 
the battle will escape his eyes, and he will report the course of 
events to you faithfully. There will be a great killing: all the omens 
declare it. Hawks and vultures, crows, herons, and cranes are 
perched ominously on tree-tops. I saw the sun, moon, and stars 
flaming simultaneously. I have seen day change imperceptibly into 
evening. The moon became invisible on the fifteenth night of the 
bright fortnight in October. Boars and cats cried fiercely, and 
temple deities vomited blood, sweated, and fainted. Cows gave 
birth to asses. Sons copulated with mothers, pregnant women and 
virgins gave birth to monsters. Beast fed on beast, and animals 
were born with three horns, four eyes, five legs, two tails, two 
heads, and two sets of genitals. 

“Look at the crows perched on the flag-poles, crying pakka~ 
pakkal Look at the elephants running wild, urinating and excreting 
on the field! The end of the world is at hand.” 

Dhritarashtra said, “So it was said, and so it will be.” 

When all preparations had been made, Duryodhana said to 
Duhshasana, “Instruct the chariots to protect Bhishma when they 
advance! Bhishma has vowed not to kill Shikhandin, who was a 
woman in a previous birth. We shall kill Shikhandin. But keep an 
eye on Bhishma. I don’t want a jackal like Shikhandin slinking in 
and killing the lion Bhishma. Yudhamanyu guards Arjuna’s left 
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wheel, and Uttamaujas his right; Arjuna in turn guards Shikhan- 
din. See that Shikhandin doesn’t get a chance to get close to 
Bhishma.” 

The night passed amid loud shouts of “To arms! To arms!”, the 
neighing of chariot horses, the clatter of wheels, the trumpetings 
of elephants, and the slapping of warriors’ arm-pits. Next morning, 
the chariots shone like lightning-flecked clouds, and the banners 
waved like tongues of flame. 

Yudhishthira said to Arjuna, “They are many, we are few. I 
recommend the needle-formation, but I leave the details to you, 
Arjuna.” 

“And the mighty Bhima will head our needle,” said Arjuna. 
“He will scatter the enemy as a lion scatters small beasts.” 

The Pandava forces rolled ahead like the swift waves of the 
Ganga. To the west stood the ocean-roaring army of Duryodhana, 
a countless and fearful host led by Bhishma. 

Yudhishthira quailed and said to Arjuna, “How will we ever 
defeat them, who have Bhishma at their head?” 

“Krishna’s on our side,” replied Arjuna, “and we will conquer.” 
Yudhishthira ordered his army forward, saying, “My soldiers, 
fight fairly—and achieve heaven!” In the centre was Shikhandin, 
protected by Arjuna. Yuyudhana commanded the southern seg¬ 
ment, and Yudhishthira led the elephants. 

Reporting all this to Dhritarashtra, Sanjaya continued: 

“Seeing the army of the Pandavas, Duryodhana went to his guru 
Drona, and said: ‘Look at the vast army under the command of 
Dhrishtadyumna. And look at our army too—I give you the names 
of our commanders.’ Bhishma, anxious to revive Duryodhana’s 
spirits, blew fiercely on his conch, like a lion roaring. 

“Arjuna saw, in both camps, his uncles and grandfathers, his 
brothers and cousins, his sons and grandsons, his friends, teachers, 
and acquaintances. He saw his kinsmen assembled for war, and 
pity stirred in him. 

“ ‘I have seen my kinsmen gathered for war,’ he said to Krishna, 
‘My mouth is dry with fear, my limbs refuse to obey me; trembl¬ 
ing seizes me; my skin chafes, and the sacred bow slips from my 
hands. Nor can I stand erect; my mind whirls, and unholy omens 
appear before my eyes. In killing my brothers, Krishna, I cannot 
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See anything noble—I do not want this victory, this glory, this 
happiness. What a terrible thing it is to kill brothers, and cast 
covetous eyes on their land. Let the sons of Dhritarashtra kill me. 
I will not protest. Better be killed than kill.’ 

“Arjuna flung away his bow and quiver, and slumped down on 
the seat of his glittering chariot, heavy with sorrow. 

“Krishna’s words to Arjuna, whose mind was heavy with grief, 
and whose eyes were filled with tears of pity, were: ‘Your sorrow, 
Arjuna, is unmanly and disgraceful. It stands in the way of hea* 
venly fulfilment. Don’t be a coward, Arjuna. It doesn’t become 
you at all. Fling off" your weakness and rise!’ 

“ ‘You mourn those, Arjuna, who do not deserve mourning. The 
learned mourn neither the living nor the dead. Yet, there is sense 
in what you say.’ 

“ ‘The untrue never is; the True never is not. The knovvers of 
truth know this.’ 

“ ‘How utterly strange that bodies are said to be destroyed 
when the immutable, illimitable, and indestructible Atman lives 

on! Therefore, rise, Arjuna, and fight! 

“ ‘Whoever sees the Atman as slayer, and whoever sees it as 
slain, know nothing about the Atman. This does not slay, it is not 
slain. As a person throws away last year’s clothes, and puts on a 
new garment, the embodied Atman throws away this lifetime s 
body and enters another that is new. The Atman is uamamfest, 

unknowable, and unchangeable.’ 

“ ‘Now you have this wisdom, Arjuna. Now you should not 

grieve.’ . . 

“Lucky are warriors who fight in a just war—for them it is an 
entry to heaven. But if you persist in being a coward, your ignity 
and your dharma are lost. The riders of the chariots will thin you 
fled in fear. Isn’t death preferable to dishonour? Your enemies 
will hurl insults at you. Arjuna, what could be more shameful. 

“ ‘Die, and you go to heaven. Live, and the world is yours! 
Arise, Arjuna, and fight!’ 

“ ‘Your duty is to work, not to expect the fruits of work. Do 
not seek the rewards of what you do. Steady in Yoga, do what¬ 
ever you must do. Give up attachment, be indifferent to both 
failure and success. Such stability is Yoga. A person whose wisdom 
is tranquil is closest to realisation. 
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“Arjuna asked, ‘If, as you say, Krishna, knowledge excels action, 
why do you urge me to this terrible war? You bewilder me with 

confusing speech. Speak to me certainties. t 

“Krishna replied, ‘Work is superior to inaction. Inaction will 
not keep even the body together. Therefore, Arjuna, work—but 
work selflessly. If I did not work, the three worlds would crumble, 
judgements blur, chaos follow, and all beings perish. 

“ <1 satisfy all, whatever the form of worship, Arjuna. My path 
is the path all follow, in different ways. 

“ ‘Though I am the creator of the four castes on the basis of 
guna and karma, I am not really their creator. For I have no eye 
on the fruits of action, which is why work does not fetter me. 

“ ‘The ignorant, the disrespectful, and the disbelieving await 
ruin. The doubt-ridden man has no joy, neither in this world nor 
in the next. Slice with the sword of knowledge this disbelief in the 
Atman! It is the product of ignorance. Find solace in discipline, 
and rise, Arjuna! 

“ ‘Who sees me in all things, and all things in me, is never far 
from me, and I am never far from him. He treats delight and 
suffering everywhere as his own; he is the supreme yogi.’ 

“Arjuna said, ‘You have told me this yoga of peace and unity 
of being, but my mind is restless, and I do not understand what 
you say. For the mind, Krishna, is powerful and fickle, violent 
and uncontrollable. Harnessing the mind is like harnessing the 
wind.’ 

“ ‘The mind is indeed all that you say, Arjuna,’ said Krishna, 
‘but determination helps; and renunciation curbs it. Without deter¬ 
mination, no one can reach Yoga.’ 

“ ‘What happens to the well-meaning man who does not succeed 
in Yoga, whose mind wanders, who loses control?’ asked Arjuna. 
“Does he not plummet down, is he not doomed like a tattered 
cloud? Remove this doubt, Krishna—you know everything.’ 

“Krishna replied, ‘He need not fear, Arjuna, neither now nor 
later. The struggle for good is never wasted.’ 

“ ‘There is nothing superior to me: the worlds depend on me, 
like pearls that depend on a string. 

“ ‘The wicked and the ignorant are victims of maya, and do 
not worship me. There are four types of good men who worship 
me, Arjuna: the sorrowing, the truth-seeker, the seeker of joy, and 
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the wise man. The wise man, steadfast, devoted to myself, is the 
best among these. I love the wise, Arjuna, and he is specially dear 
to me. 

“ ‘Therefore, think of me—and fight! 

“ ‘I shall tell you the profoundest of secrets, Arjuna, leading to 
perfection, for you are not cynical. This is the most perfect of 
sciences, and of salvations the supreme; this you shall understand 
immediately, and perform without difficulty. Disrespectful men, 
ignoring this, fail to attain me, and are doomed to fearful rebirth. 
Listen to my wisdom, Arjuna: I speak for your good, for you are 
a good listener. 

“ ‘My invisible presence straddles the universe: all beings have 

life ia me, but I am not in them. 

“ ‘I am the deceit of the deceitful, and the strength of the strong. 

I am struggle, I am realisation, and I am the virtue of the virtu¬ 
ous. I am Krishna among the Yadavas, and Arjuna among the 
Pandavas; among poets I am Vyasa, among ascetics Ushana I am 
the subtlety of the tactful, the silence of the secretive, and the 
wisdom of the wise. I am the germ of life; nothing animate or in¬ 
animate has existence without me. 

“ ‘There is no limit to my divine glory; what you hear is only a 
fragment of my unfathomable prowess.’ 

“ ‘I have heard of your greatness,’ said Arjuna, ‘I have heard of 
the birth and death of creatures. And there is truth in your words, 
Krishna. Give me revelation! If you think me worthy, Krishna, 
give me revelation!’ 

“Krishna said, ‘Look, Arjuna, at my divine forms, various- 
coloured, various-shaped, in a bewildering panorama. See glories 
never witnessed before. See the entire universe revolving in me— 
see whatever else you wish to see. I will grant you super-sensuous 
sight to behold it. 

“ ‘Were a thousand suns to explode suddenly in the sky, their 
brilliance would only approximate the glory of the spectacle.’ 

“Arjuna exclaimed, ‘I see all the gods in your body, O God, all 
variety of life. I see Brahma on the lotus; I see. the saints and the 
nagas. I see your form stretching on every side-arms, stomachs, 
mouths, and eyes—without beginning, middle, or end I see your 
crown, your chakra, your mace, your gathered radiance covering 
the three worlds The sun and the moon are your eyes, the 
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flame in your mouth burns the three worlds. I shake with fear, and 
the three worlds shake, seeing your awesome form. I see you reach 
the sky, glorious with colour, with mouths agape, and wide red 
eyes; and my heart knows fear, my steadfastness disappears. 0 
Krishna, peace deserts me. 

“ ‘Take pity, O God, lord of the three worlds. Seeing your 
mouths, vivid with teeth and glowing like fires oil the day of dis¬ 
solution, my head whirls. O Krishna, peace has deserted me. 
Bhishma, Drona, Kama, Dhritarashtra’s sons, kings and warriors 
sweep into your mouth; between your teeth their heads protrude, 
dreadfully crushed. Like many small streams rushing to the ocean, 
like moths rushing to the fatal flame, these heroes rush into your 
flaming mouths. You chew the worlds in your flaming mouths, and 
lick your lips. Tell me who your are, O fiery-formed. O Krishna, 
have pity. How can I understand you?' 

Krishna replied, I am Kaia, the supreme destroyer of the three 
worlds. Even if you refuse to fight, none of the soldiers will live. 
Wake up, Arjuna, and win glory. Destroy your enemies and enjoy 
their kingdom. Their death is ordained—you are only the imme¬ 
diate cause. All have already been killed by me. Fight! the day is 
yours!’ 

Arjuna, shaking, prostrated himself before Krishna. 

“ ‘It is in the fitness of things,’ he said, ‘that the world rejoices 
and sings your praise, the rakshasas run away in fear, and bands 
of devotees stand in silent supplication. Why shouldn’t they? 
Why shouldn’t they worship the creator of Brahma, the lord of 
Brahma, the infinite, the god of gods, the refuge of the three 
worlds? 

‘I worship you a thousand times, and a thousand times again, 
I bend my body to your glory, and I beg forgiveness of you, my 
lord! Be merciful to me, as a friend to a friend, a lover to his 
beloved, a father to his son. Let me see you with crown, mace, and 
chakra. I long to see you—O thousand-armed, show me your four¬ 
armed form!’ 

“ ‘My love shows^ you the supreme revelation, Arjuna,’ said 
Krishna. ‘None has seen this before. Neither study of the Vedas, 
sacrifices, gifts, ceremonies, nor the strictest penance will reveal me 
thus to any other. Forget your fear and bewilderment. Be glad of 
heart—and look!’ 
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“Krishna graced Arjuna with a vision of his graceful form. 
Krishna gave Arjuna peace. 

“Krishna said, ‘Do your duty, Arjuna, as your nature dictates. 

All work fetters, as all fire gives smoke. Only selfless dutysave 5 . 

“ ‘Fix your mind on me. Surrender all deeds to me. All prob- 
lerns will be solved by ray grace. Pride will leacI only to.your morsd 
ruin If filled with pride, you say, I will not fight, it s all 
vain. You are foolish. Fight you will, your nature will *ou 

fight. Your karma will make you fight. You will fight in spite 

^“'‘Doesn’t the universe revolve like a magic wheel? Isn't Brah- 

This is all the wisa 1 ^ yQU Have you 

frpe to choose. I tell you uu iui* 

Arjuna. ‘I am firm. I \_m h « Th is sacred dialogue between 
Sanjaya said to » hr tar “ f E ’ time I recall it, I borripi- 
Krishna and Arjuna thrilled me. t y 

late, and joy overcomes me.” 

A great shout rose frora the Paudava soldiers when Arjuna lined 

up his Gandiva bow. armour, descended from his 

Yudhishthira quickly took oil h across the field 

chariot, and with folded palms ^, him; “Where are you 

to where Bhishma stood. rj yudhishthira kept walking 

going? They are our enemies. But 

without a word. muttered among themselves, 

..^^o^.^rd^^rbrothersand^^ 
Yudhishthira walked straight up to Bhtshma, and saluted , 

C 'v?ou ar S e fe ray W BU h ru 0 ” h s‘'aM d Yudhishthira. “I salute you. Give 
„s perraSon "o S flgh'« against you today; and give us your 

bl Bhishraa said, “If you had no, come as yon have « 
cursed you. But now I am pleased. You have my blessing g , 
and be happy. Ask of me any boon yqu like, anything except 
victory. A man is the slave of wealth, though wealth is no one s 
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slave. The wealth of the Kauravas binds me to them. I prattle 
like a eunuch .... But tell me, Yudhishthira, what do you want?” 

“You are my guru, you know what is good for us. I want noth¬ 
ing that will interfere with the word you have given to the 
Kauravas. 


and I will also fight 


“I want to help you,” said Bhishma, 
against the enemies of the Kauravas.” 

“In that case, noble Bhishma,” said Yudhishthira, "tell us how 
we can defeat you m battle; for I know that you are invincible ” 

ba..le,”7eplied D Bh“ ^ g ° dS ' ' Vh ° Ca ° defeat “ ” 

“Tell me this: how is it possible to kill you' 7 ” 

my death Z noTcome ” "" ^ Bhishma ' “«• «« °f 

Yudhishthira accepted the words with a bend of his head saint 
watched ’ a ° d We, “ ‘ 0 Dr ° n “' WhHe th = “"K™ histo.lt 

ho'wI V ma?*featmv' "" “.f 0 * ‘ can fl S ht without blame, and 
uuw i may defeat my enemies. 

is l T* Sla : e ? f Wea,lh ” re Phed Drona, "though wealth 
... _ a . e . S S aVe ’ r ' g lt| and be happy. Ask of me any boon you 
any hing except victory. You know that I will fight for the 
Kauravas, but I will pray for your success ” 

Khavas'” ““ b °°° ‘ ^ f ° r ” y SUCCess ' and fi S h ‘ f <” «>« 

dhaJtTt” 3 t y T r S ' de '” Said Drona- “Where Krishna is, 
dharma is, where Krishna is, is victory.” 

you^in bathe? 1 ” 016 V6nerabIe guru ’ how is Jt P ossibIe t0 ki » 

Drona replied, “So long as I am alive, you cannot win the 
war. 


<( H° W ls it possible to kill you?” repeated Yudhishthira. 

“Not when I am fighting—no man alive has the power to kill 
me then. Try when I lay down my arms, and engage in Yoga on 
the battlefield. I will tell you when the time comes.” 

Yudhishthira went next to Kripa, repeated his salutation, and 
received the same blessing. He did the same to Shalya, king of the 
Madras, and received his blessing too. 

“I ask only one favour, O Shalya,” said Yudhishthira, “that you 













BHISHMA 


219 


weaken the strength of Kama in battle.” 

“It shall be done,” promised Shalya. 

Yudhishthira returned to his camp. But Krishna went to Kama 
on the battlefield, and said: “I am told, Kama, that you will not 
fight as long as Bhishma is alive, because you hate him. Fight on 
our side until he dies. Join the Kauravas after his death if you 

like ” 

“Nothing will make me betray Duryodhanareplied Kama. “I 

have pledged my life to him.” 

Krishna returned to the Pandava camp. 

Yudhishthira shouted: “On this field of battle, let the kings 
choose! He who wishes to join us, let him come now! 

Yuyutsu stepped forward cheerfully. “If you will accept me as 

„ n allv I will fight on your side.” 

“We are honoured to accept you, Yuyutsu,” said Yudhishthira, 
and Yuyutsu went over to the army of the Pandavas, to the beat- 
jng of drums and cymbals. 

The terrible war started just before noon. Lion-roars shattered the 
skv and earth. The twang of bowstrings was heard, the neighing of 
cavalry, the noise of grappling hooks on elephants, the cloud-roar¬ 
ing clatter of chariot wheels-a frightful cacophony. As the battle 
progressed, Bhishma, protected by five kings on both his flanks, 
oierced the Pandava defences. His palmyra banner waved in the 
wind As he shot his fierce, broad-tipped arrows, he seemed to be 
dancing with joy in his chariot. Shot by him in their genitals, 
elephants trumpeted in pain. Abhimanyu, in a chariot pulled by 
tawny horses and flying a golden banner, sped towards him, shoot¬ 
ing arrows at the five kings protecting his flanks. But Bhishma 
stood his ground, like a smokeless fire, like the centre of the sun 
at high noon, burning everything around it. Despairing cries rose 
from the Pandavas as Bhishma, pulling his bow so tight that it 
became almost a circle, rained poisoned arrows at them. 

And when the sun set on the first day of the battle, the routed 
Pandava soldiers withdrew, leaving Bhishma in proud possession 
of the field. 

Yudhishthira went to Krishna, followed by the Pandava kings and 
generals, and said, “He destroys us like fire destroying dry grass, 
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like a flame licking up ghee. Help us, Krishna.” 

“Be patient,” replied Krishna. “You know that Dhrishtadyunma 
is on your side, and it has been foretold Dhrishtadyunma will 
kill Drona. Shikhandin is on your side too, and he will kill 
Bhishma.” 

Dhrishtadyunma ordered a new battle formation called the 
Krauncha for the second day, and placed Arjuna in the spearhead. 
Arjuna’s banner fluttered like a piece of white cloud, and his 
chariot’s rainbow-coloured pennants waved in the wind. 

Duryodhana ordered a counter array, spearheaded by Bhishma, 
who advanced with his soldiers like Indra himself. Seeing him 
coming towards the Pandava ranks, Arjuna said angrily to 
Krishna: 

“Drive me to where he is. I will meet him in battle and kill him 
before he destroys us all.” 

“I will, Arjuna, but be careful,” said Krishna. 

With soldiers protecting his flanks, Arjuna advanced; and the 
battle began. Bhishma shot nine arrows at Arjuna; Arjuna replied 
with ten at first, then with a thousand-arrowed shower which fell 
on Bhishma like a thick net. But Bhishma pierced the net with 
arrows of his own, and the two continued to fight, well pleased 
with themselves, each competing with the other’s skill. 

When the sun set that day, Bhishma, smiling, turned to Drona, 
% and said. Krishna and Arjuna are determined to rout us; our 
soldiers are having a difficult time. Look at them scattering. Order 
the army to withdraw.” Drona gave the order, and both armies 
withdrew as twilight set in. 


On the third day of battle, the Kaurava army adopted the Garuda 
formation as part of its strategy. Bhishma led a sharp counter¬ 
attack. The battle was horrific: the twang of bows and the flapping 
of bowstrings against the leather finger-protectors combined to 
sound like hills breaking apart. The field was filled with shouts. 

“Stop!” 

“I am here!” 

“This is the one!” 

“Get back! Get back!” 

“I am ready.” 

“Hit him!” 











221 


B H I S H M A 

The golden coats of mail, the crowns, diadems, and standards 
clattered and fell like stones on stony ground. Heads fell; orna¬ 
mented arms, chopped off, writhed in convulsions on the ground. 
Headless bodies stood transfixed on the battlefield, clutching their 
weapons, or holding drawn bows. 

A reckless red river began to flow: 

Its waters a mixture of flesh and blood, 

Carcasses of elephants its rocks, 

Vulture-eaten horses, men, and elephants its tributaries. 

It ran to the ocean of the next world. 


Never was such a battle heard of or spoken of. The littered corp¬ 
ses blocked the movements of the chariots, and the dead elephants 
lay like blue hills. Soldiers, as they feel, cried various y. 

“My father!” 

“Oh, mother!” 

“O my friend!” 

“Help me, help me!” 

There were many other shouts heard. 


“Come!” 

“Try again!” 

“Don’t be a coward!” 

“Where will you go?” 

“Fight! I am with you.” 

In spite of this turmoil Bhishma continued to shoot arrows 
lightly and dexterously, creating horror in the Pandava ran s. is 
chariot, moving with the swiftness of a circle of fire, seeme to e 
everywhere. Once they saw him in the north; next moment he was 
in the south. He seemed to move in a multiplicity of illusion. Only 
the arrows he shot could be seen. The Pandavas were terrified. 
Hundreds of brave kings rushed like moths into Bhishma’s des¬ 
troying flame. Every arrow of his found its victim. With a single 
straight arrow he felled on elephant, even as a single streak of 
lightning shatters a hill. 

The Pandavas^ere again routed. Shouts of ‘ Oh” and Alas, 
filled the air. Father slew son, and son slew father. The soldiers 
fled in terror, throwing away their armour, as confused as a herd 
of cows. 
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Krishna, delighed, said to Arjuna, “This is your chance. Strike 

Bhishma in the m6Iee. Your soldiers have panicked; Yudhishthira’s 
too.” 

“Drive my chariot to Bhishma,” said Arjuna “I will strike him 
now.” 

Krishna drove the white-horsed chariot to where Bhishma stood, 
shining like the sun. Obscured by an arrowy shower from 

oJ a I’S a n ArJ ^ Da Schanot was hid den from view, but Krishna, with 
great skill and patience, drove the wounded horses through. With 

of hfhand )0 °n b ° W ’ Arjuna shot Bhishma’s bow out 
away aho hlShma strun S another—Arjuna shot that 

Wonderful, Arjuna!” shouted Bhishma. “Wonderful' Most 
wonderfun It is a pleasure to fight you. Fight hard, Ar^na ” 
Krishna kept moving the chariot in swift circles in order to 

bo°h KiJshnaTnd I*'* ° f a "° WS from Bhishma. Yet many struck 
bo h K mhna an d Arjuna, till they looked lifc 

with horn-scratches on their bodies. 

’° r' a “ hil " Self ' Krishna releas ' d horses' reins, 
jumped down from the chariot, shouting to Arjuna,-"Today my 

dmne chakra destroys Bhishma!” In his right arm whirled the 

M BhisflrTh E a r k L a - Th ' gr ° und ,rembled he natal 
at Bhishma The end of his yellow dress waved in the air like a 

sliver of lightning flashing from a cloud. 

“Come,” said Bhishma, “come, O god of gods, with your mace 

“ w SV T d i? nd ? akra - Slay me in m y chariot! What can be 
nobler, Krishna, than death at your hands? My fame will spread 
m the three worlds.” 

Krishna shouted, “You are the root of today’s great slaughter. 

Today you will see Duryodhana die, and dharma triumph.” 

“Fate is what it is,” said Bhishma. 

In the meantime, the long-armed Arjuna jumped off his chariot, 
ran swiftly to Krishna who was ten steps away from Bhishma, 
and held him with both hands. Krishna struggled to free himself. 
But Arjuna dragged him away, like a storm dragging a tree 
with it. 

Arjuna bowed to him when he stopped struggling, and said, 
Control your anger, O Krishna I swear that I will carry out my 
promises.” 
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Satisfied, Krishna again climbed into the chariot, took up the 
reins, and blew loudly on his conch. 

On the fourth day Bhima and his soldiers defeated the elephant 
division of the Kauravas; as the beasts fled in terror, like storm 
clouds whipped by a strong wind, the victorious Bhima stood in 
the centre of the field, like Shiva, the wielder of the trident, on a 
funeral pyre. 

Duryodhana ordered a counter-attack, and the entire Kaurava 
force rushed at Bhima, shouting fiercely: the chariots, elephants 
and horses were like a restless sea on a full moon day, the count¬ 
less foot-soldiers like a dust storm. But Bhima stood firm, like the 
shore defying the ocean, fighting off the attacks with his mace, 
hitting out at the kings who charged at him. Dragging soldiers 
from their chariots, he slew them with his mace: they looked like 
storm-crushed trees. 

Duryodhana, smiling, shot three arrows which cut off Bhima’s 
shining bow. Another arrow, fierce as Yama himself, struck Bhima 
in his chest. He sat down in great pain in his chariot, and fainted. 
Led by Abhimanyu, the Pandava soldiers sped to the rescue, 
showering arrows at Duryodhana till Bhima recovered. Vanquished 
in the battle with Ghatotkacha that followed, the Kauravas with¬ 
drew, in shame. 

Another night passed; another sun rose. On the fifth day Bhishma 
deployed his army in the Alligator formation. The sixth day saw a 
great slaughter of cavalry and chariot-warriors, with Bhishma 
routing the Pandavas. 

Covered with blood, the heroes retired to rest for the night, 
planning for the next day and praising each other’s feats. 

In the afternoon of the seventh day Yudhishthira displayed his skill 
in battle. When the sun disappeared behind the western hills, a 
river began flowing on the battlefield, with bloody waves. Jackals 
roamed the field, and hideous, hcwling spirits and raksbasas feas¬ 
ted on the corpses. The heroes retired,.to pluck out arrows from 
their bodies, and wash their wounds with medicinal waters. 

Poets chanted victory songs, and Brahmins offered prayers; 
skilled performers played on musical instruments. No one spoke 
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of war. It was beautiful to see tired men, elephants, and horses 
sleeping in a common peace. 

The eighth day saw a battle fought between Duryodhana and the 
rakshasa Ghatotkacha, son of Bhima. Defeated, Duryodhana went 
to Shakuni, Duhshasana, and Kama to devise means for killing the 
Pandavas in battle. 

Riderless chariots, pulled by swift horses, ran helter-skelter on 
the battlefield. Fourteen thousand chariot-warriors, of great fame 
and noble birth, lay lifeless on the field, sent to the world of Yama 
by the death-dealing Bhishma. Everywhere was strewn the debris 
of war: thousands of chariots, their axles and wheels broken, their 
frames smashed; shining coats of mail beside mangled bodies of 
soldiers, axes, quivers, bows, swords, heads with earrings; leather 
finger-protectors, gloves, banners^ elephants and horses. 

Great was the confusion '.when Bhishma attacked; father slew 
son, son slew father, friend killed friend. Like bulls running amuck, 
the Pandavas fled in all directions. 

“Strike now, said Krishna to Arjuna, “or it will be too late. 
Remember your promise to destroy the Kauravas.” 

The hellish joys of a pyrrhic victory,” said Arjuna, “and the 
sorrows of another forest exile —these are the alternatives. I will 
do what you advise. Drive my chariot to Bhishma, O Krishna.” 

The Pandavas, seeing Arjuna s chariot, rallied. An arrow from 
Arjuna cut Bhishma s bow in two; as Bhishma picked up another 
Arjuna cut that too. 

“Brilliant, Arjuna, brilliant!” shouted Bhishma, and let loose a 
fiery shower of arrows that baffled Arjuna. 

Fearful of the outcome of a fight in which Arjuna showed less 
skill than Bhishma, Krishna jumped ofT the chariot and, roaring 
like a lion, ran towards Bhishma, his yellow silk dress flashing like 
lightning. 

Bhishma picked up a large bow. “Come, honour me, 0 
Krishna.” 

But Arjuna ran and encircled Krishna with his arms. Krishna 
continued to run, dragging Arjuna with him. Arjuna caught hold 
of his legs, bringing him down ten steps away from Bhishma. 

“You promised noi to fight,” he said to Krishna. “I tell you, I’ll 
kill him. What will people say? They’ll call you a liar!” 
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Krishna rose and, without a word, went back and mounted the 
chariot. As the battle wore on, the ominous hour of twilight set in, 
and nothing could be seen in the haze. Yudhishthira withdrew his 
forces. 

“Bhishma destroys my soldiers like an elephant trampling 
weeds,” Yudhishthira said to Krishna. “What is the use of fight¬ 
ing? It’s a hopeless battle. Let me retire to the forest. I am fed up 
of war. Look at Bhishma! We rush at him like insects plunging 
.into a wall of flame.” 

“Go to Bhishma,” said Krishna, “and ask him the means by 
which he can be killed. He cannot refuse to give you advice if you 
go and ask him personally. He is your guru.” 

The five Pandavas and Krishna left their armour and weapons 
outside and entered Bhishma’s tent. 

“You are welcome, Krishna, ’ said Bhishma, and you, Arjuna, 
Yudhishthira, and Bhima, and you, O twins. What brings you 
here? What wish do you want me to grant to make you happy?” 

Yudhishthira replied gently, “How can we win the war? How 
will this senseless destruction end? Tell me the manner in which 
you can be killed. When you fight, your bow is drawn in a full 
circle. When you fight, you are resplendent like the sun.” 

“As long as I am alive,” replied Bhishma, “you cannot win. As 
long as I have my large bow and weapons in my hands, even the 
gods and anti-gods, even J.ndra cannot harm me. But if I refuse to 
use my weapons, even the meanest soldier can kill me. I do not 
fight with a weaponless man, with an unhorsed warrior, with a 
bannerless chariot, with a coward, with a terror-stricken soldier, 
and with a woman. Fighting on your side is Shikhandin. Shikhan- 
din was a woman—Amba—in his previous birth. The story of 
his birth is known to you. Let Arjuna keep Shikhandin in front 
of him when he attacks me - I will not use my weapons against a 
woman.” 

They honoured him and left. But Arjuna was struck with shame 
and said to Krishna, “He is my guru, Krishna. As a child I played 
on his lap; my dusty body soiled his dress in a hundred games 
that he played with me. When, as a child, I called him ‘Father", he 
would reply, ‘Not your father, Arjuna, but your father's father!’ I 
cannot do it. How can I kill him? Never, never!” 

Krishna said, “What about your promise, Arjuna? And are your 
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words the words of a Kshatriya? What is written, will happen. All 
you should worry about is doing your duty.” 

“Very well,” said Arjuna. “Let Shikhandin be placed in front of 
me. Let Shikhandin be the cause of Bhishma’s death.” 

The ninth day passed with a great slaughter in the Pandava ranks. 
But on the tenth day, Bhishma said to himself: I am tired of 
killing. I hove no desire to live any more. 

Arjuna attacked, with Shikhandin protecting him, like a wild 
elephant charging at another. “Faster! Faster!” he urged Shikhan¬ 
din. “Kill him now.” 

Shikhandin went near Bhishma and shot ten arrows at his chest. 
Bhishma looked at him with baleful, consuming eyes. 

“Now!” said Arjuna. “You are the only one who’s a match for 
him. Kill him!” 

Ignoring Shikhandin s assaults, Bhishma concentrated his arrows 
on Arjuna. Duryodhana ordered his soldiers to divert Arjuna’s 
attention. Even as Bhishma rushed at Arjuna with a divine 
weapon, Shikhandin, clad in armour, intercepted him' and Bhishma 
withdrew. 

Baffled and enraged, Bhishma licked his lips, and tnrew a spear 
at Arjuna. Watching it come at him like a fiery thunderbolt, 
Arjuna fired five arrows at it; it splintered into five fragments on 
the ground. 

It is no use fighting, reflected Bhishma. “Krishna is helping 
Arjuna, and I have vowed not to harm Shikhandin. It is time for 
me to use the boon I was given when my father married Satyavati— 
the willing of my own death.” 

Even as he thought this, Shikhandin shot nine arrows at his 
chest, which he accepted standing stable as a mountain in an 
earthquake. Twenty-five of Arjuna’s arrows pierced him, followed 
by hundreds of others, wounding him in all the vital parts of his 
body. 

Bhishma turned to Duhshasana, smiled, and said, “You can see 
these arrows are Arjuna’s, not Shikhandin’s—they fly in a straight, 
never-ending stream. They pierce my thickest armour; they are 
like a cold winter wind that cuts through a cow’s skin. They can¬ 
not be Shikhandin’s.” 

“Rush him!” shouted Yudhishthira. Shouting, the Pandava 
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forces attacked Bhishma with spears, swords, axes, arrows, and 
lances. 

The battle was fierce on the tenth day. Ten thousand Pandavas 
died. 

There was not two fingers’ space on Bhishma’s body left 
unpierced. He fell from his chariot with his head facing east, even 
as the Kauravas watched, a little before sunset. He fell; the earth 
trembled. He lay there on a bed of arrows, his body not touching 
the ground. A cool rain fell. The sun was in its southern solstice. 
Voices from the sky shouted, “He is dead! Bhishma, the greatest 
of warriors, is slain!” 

“No, I am alive!” said Bhishma. 

Ganga, mother of Bhishma and daughter of the Himalayas, sent 
holy men in the forms of swans to her son. They rose from the 
lake of Manasa and gathered round him lying on a bed of arrows; 
they circled him, saying, “Why should he die at the time of the 
southern solstice?” and flew away to the south Bhishma turned 
his head in their direction, and said, “Never, O swans, will I die 
during the southern solstice, it is given to me to will my own time 
of death, and I will live until the sun declines in its northern 
solstice.” 

Both armies stopped fighting and, casting weapons aside, 
gathered round Bhishma. The Pandavas and Kauravas paid him 
their respects. 

“Noble warriors, god-like heroes, you are welcome,” Bhishma 
greeted them. His head drooped. “I need a pillow.” 

Many brought him pillows of the softest silk. Bhishma smiled. 
“A hero’s pillow,” he said, “not these.” He turned his head 
toward Arjuna. “My head droops, Arjuna. Give me a hero’s 
pillow.” 

Arjuna quickly strung his bow, bowed to Bhishma, and said 
with his eyes, “A request from you is a command.” He shot three 
arrows from the Gandiva bow to prop up Bhishma’s head. 

“Just what I wanted, Arjuna,” said Bhishma, pleased. “So 
should all Kshatriyas sleep on the battlefield. I will sleep on this 
bed until the sun declines in his northern solstice. But when the 
sun in his swift, seven-horsed chariot proceeds north, I will bid 
farewell to life, like one dear friend bidding farewell to another. 
Dig a trench around me, O kings: I wish to be alone in my worship 
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of the sun.” 

Doctors and surgeons, skilled in the art of plucking out arrows, 
arrived with instruments and medicines. But Bhishma said to 
Duryodhana, “Send them away with presents of gold. I have no 
need of doctors now. I have achieved the highest happiness of a 
Kshatriya. When you burn my body, burn it with the arrows.” 

Night came, and they continued to stand round him, while girls 
sprinkled sandalwood water, fried paddy and flowers on Bhishma. 

He sighed like a snake, and asked for water. They brought him 
fruit juice and cold water. He turned to Arjuna. 

“Arjuna, my mouth is dry. Give me water.” 

Arjuna climbed his chariot, and, stretching the Gandiva bow to 
its farthest extent, shot a mantra-inspired arrow just south of 
where Bhishma lay. 

A jet of cool, pure and holy water gushed from the ground; 
which Bhishma drank. 

“You see, Duryodhana,” Bhishma said. “Who else can do what 
Arjuna did just now? Give up your anger. Stop this senseless war. 
Let the soldiers live. Give Indraprastha back to Yudhishthira. Let 
there be peace after Bhishma’s death.” 

Thej returned to their camps. That night Kama came alone and 
fell at Bhishma’s feet. 

I am Radha’s son, Kama,” he said, his voice choked with tears, 
“whom you never liked.” 

Bhishma lifted one arm, and embraced him lovingly. 

Kunti’s son, not Radha’s,” said Bhishma. “I bear you no 
malice, Kama. I know you as a great warrior. If I spoke to you 
harshly in the Kaurava camp, it is because I thought you too 
arrogant. Why, you are Arjuna’s equal. You fight fairly; you are 
devoted to Brahmins. Now I am dying, Kama: I bear you no 
illwill. If you bear me no malice also, listen to me: join the 
Pandavas; let the war end; let the soldiers live. The Pandavas are 
your own brothers Krishna is on their side. They cannot lose.” 

“I know they cannot lose,” replied Kama. “And yet I must fight 
them. 1 have vowed this, and 1 cannot break my vow. I will fight 
cheerfully, as if doing my duty. 1 beg of you—give me permission 
to do so. If I have at any time hurt you by unkind word or deed, 
out of anger or negligence, forgive me, and give me leave to fight.” 

Bhishma said, “You have my permission. Fight without anger 
or hope of reward. I spoke to you as I did because peace between 
the Pandavas and the Kauravas was my aim And I have failed.” 
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‘Bhishma, our commander, experienced, brave, and learned, is 
about to die,” said Duryodhana to Kama. “What good is an army 
without a leader? It's a ship without a pilot, a chariot without a 
driver. Just as a merchant fares badly in a country of whose cus¬ 
toms he is ignorant, a leaderless army only bungles along, exposed 
to various difficulties. Can you think of a leader?” 

“Any one of us is fit to lead,” replied Kama. “We are all brave, 
wise, high born, and skilled in warfare. But Drona should lead us, 
for Drona is our teacher. There will be none jealous if Drona 
assumes command.” 

Duryodhana went to Drona and said, “Lead us, O Drona, like 
the son of the god of war leading the forces of heaven to victory. 
We will follow you, like bulls following their leader. Even Arjuna' 
will not dare to attack if you become our general.” 

A great shout rose from the Kaurava ranks as Duryodhana said 
this. 

“I know the Vedas and their six subsidiary texts,” said Drona. 

“I know something about the psychology of human behaviour, 
and the use of special weapons. Since you put such faith in me, I 
accept charge of your army against the Pandavas.” 

On the eleventh day he wrought havoc in the Pandava ranks, 
shooting hundreds of arrows and careening through their close 
formations like Death himself. “What is it you want of me, Duryo¬ 
dhana?” he asked. “You have honoured me with the command of 
the army, and I give you a boon.” 

Duryodhana consulted Kama and Duhshasana and replied, 
“Seize Yudhishthira, and bring him alive before us.’ 

“Why not his death? asked Drona. “Is it that you too have a 
secret admiring affection for him, because he is known as Ajata- 
shatru, the One Without an Enemy? Yudhishthira will be captured 
alive, but on one condition —you must divert Arjuna from protect¬ 
ing him. Arjuna is my student—he has learnt too well from me. 

He has weapons given him by Indra and Rudra Engage him, and 
I promise to capture Yudhishthira alive.” 

When Drona attacked, a river began to flow on the field 
Its force was his wrath, its waves the soldiers, 

Its waters the blood of dead warriors, 
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Its eddies the chariots, its banks the elephants and horses. 

Its lilies were coats of mail, and pulpy flesh its mire, 

Fallen helmets its froth, lances its fish. 

The arrows were its swift currents, corpses its floating logs, 
Chopped-off heads its scattered stones. 

Only the brave crossed this river, the others cowered. 

Chariot wheels were turtles, maces were crocodiles, 

Arrows its swarms of small fish, umbrellas its swans, 

Floating hair of corpses its weeds and vegetation. 

It took hundreds to the house of Yama. 

Vultures and fearful crows fed on it. 

As Drona continued his slaughter, the Pandavas rallied under 
Yudhishthira and counter-attacked. 

Arjuna moved forward, filling the sky with the noise of his 
chariot. His arrows flew over the river of blood, darkening the 
four directions, enveloping the sun like a cloud of fine dust. When 
night came, the armies of the Kauravas withdrew, and the 
Pandavas also retired to their tents. 

The Kaurava kings distributed gold coins to Brahmins and loud¬ 
ly vowed that night to kill Arjuna. 

If we fail to kill Arjuna tomorrow, 

If we retreat in fear, 

May the many regions of hell be ours, 

The region for one who murders a Brahmin, 

The region for the man who gets drunk, 

Who sleeps with.his guru’s wife, 

Who turns away a person asking for shelter, 

Who seeks his wife’s company during her period, 

Who betrays trust and desecrates learning, 

Who lights with a eunucfi or abandons his mother, 

The region for atheists, pyromaniacs, and cattle- 
lifters. 

They marched to the field, and summoned Arjuna to meet them 
in battle in the southern part. 

“When I am challenged,” Arjuna said to Yudhishthira, ‘‘I never 
refuse. That is my vow.” 
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4 It is a trick,” said Yudhishthira. “Drona has vowed to capture 
me today.” 

“Satyajit will guard you in my absence, 5 Arjuna said. But if 
Satyajit is killed, my advice is that you withdraw from the battle 
immediately.” 

Picking up his conch, the golden Devadatta, Arjuna blew on it 
fiercely; the heavens echoed with the noise, and the chariot war¬ 
riors stood petrified on the field. Their horses stood paralysed, 
with eyes wide open, and urinated, and vomited blood. 

Stationed on his elephant, Bhagadatta let loose a stream of 
arrows in the direction of Arjuna and Krishna. Some of the nest 
—made of black iron, with gold feathers, whetted on stone—pierc¬ 
ed Krishna and, passing like fire through his body, fell on the 
earth. The lances he hurled hit Arjuna s diadem. 

Adjusting his diadem, Arjuna shouted at Bhagadatta, °°" 
well at this world before you die!”, and fired seventy-two arrows 
at him. Though deeply wounded, Bhagadatta, undaunted, thrust a 
hook into his Vaishnava weapon, inspired it with mantras, and 
flung it at Arjuna. 

But Krishna stepped forward and received the a - estroyin^ 
weapon on his chest, where it turned into a victory garland. 

Pained, Arjuna asked Krishna, “Why did you do this? You pro¬ 
mised to be only my charioteer. Help me if you must when I am 
down, but not when I stand on my feet.” 

“This has a secret history behind it, Arjuna,” replied Krishna. 
“I have four forms, into which I have divided myself for the good 
of the world. One is on the earth, practising meditation and disci¬ 
pline. Another keeps an eye on the tussle of good and evil in the 
world. A third, incarnated, works among men. A fourth sleeps for 
a thousand years. Naraka, the Earth’s son, obtained a boon from 
me after I woke from a thousand-year sleep. I gave him the Vaish¬ 
nava weapon which made him invincible. Bhagadatta got it from 
him. There is none, not even Indra and Shiva, immune to this 
weapon. Bhagadatta is defenceless now, and you are alive. Kill 
him quickly, even as I killed the anti-god Naraka for the good of 

the world.” # 

Arjuna shot a long arrow between the enemy elephant s eyes; 
like lightning splitting a mountain, like a snake burrowing through 
an ant hill, it pierced through the beast’s body. The elephant fell, 














234 THE mahabharata 

crying weirdly. A crescent-shaped arrow hit Bhagadatta’s breast. 
He fell* his bow and arrows slipped from Ins hands, his loosened 
turban' dropped, like a petal from a lotus stalk that is violently 
struck. 

Duryodhana ordered a circular formation of his armies, and 
stationed at its head ten thousand gold-bannered kings who had 
sworn to fight to the death. They wore red robes, red ornaments, 
and golden garlands; their bodies were smeared with sandal paste 
and other unguents. Leading them was Lakshmana, Dhritarashtra’s 
grandson. Eager for battle , 1 they advanced unitedly towards 
Arjuna In the circle’s centre, surrounded by Kama, Duhshasana 
and Kripa, with a white umbrella over his head and yak-tails 
fanning his body, was Duryodhana. By his side was Drona’s son 
Ashvatthaman, and the thirty god-like sons of Dhritarashtra. 

Yudhishthira entrusted Arjuna’s son Abhimanyu with the com¬ 
mand of the Pandava soldiers. “Act in a way that Arjuna will 
approve,” he said. “We do not know how to pierce the circle. You, 
Arjuna, Krishna, and Pradyumna can—we know of no fifth 
person. Arjuna is busy fighting Bhagadatta. Destroy Drona’s cir¬ 
cle before he returns, and save us.” 

“My father taught me how to pierce the circle,” said Abhi¬ 
manyu, “but I go knowing that I may not return.” 

“Go,” said Yudhishthira, “cut a path for us through the circle. 
We are behind you.” 

Abhimanyu sped his chariot, pulled by three-year old horses, 
towards the Kaurava soldiers. Kama’s younger foster brother, 
roaring fiercely, placed himself between Kama and Abhimanyu, 
and shot ten arrows in the direction of Arjuna’s son. But Abhi¬ 
manyu, with a single winged arrow, severed his head, which fell on 
the earth. Kama withdrew, and Abhimanyu rushed at the other 
kings. When Kama fled, the .Kaurava soldiers broke ranks and 
scattered in panic; some were cut down by Abhimanyu’s arrows, 
others were trampled by their own comrades. Consuming his 
enemies like fire consuming dry grass, Abhimanyu drove through 
the enemy ranks, looking like the glorious sun at its zenith. 

Jayadratha rushed forward to fill the gap created by the rout, 
fighting single-handed the excited Pandavas who applauded him 
for his heroic feats. 
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Kama went to Drona and said, “Abhimanyu afflicts us terribly: 
his arrows weaken our morale.” 

“Abhimanyu is young and brave, his armour invulnerable,” 
Drona said. “I taught his father how to wear armour, and I see 
that his son has also learnt the art well. But it is possible to cut 
off his bow, his bowstring, the reins of his horses, and to kill the 
horses and his two charioteers. When that is done and he turns 
back, strike him down! So long as he has his bow, he is invulner¬ 
able. Deprive him of his bow and chariot.” 

Taking Drona’s advice, Kama aimed at Abhimanyu s bow, 
Kritavarman aimed at and slew the horses, and Kripa slew the 
two charioteers. Swifter than swiftness, the six pressed Abhimanyu 
hard, covering him with showers of arrows. Bowless and chariot¬ 
less, the handsome Abhimanyu fought them singlehanded, armed 
with only a sword and shield. When he jumped to ward off attack, 
he seemed to fly up like Garuda, the king of birds. Thinking He 
will fall on us!, they gazed upward and shot their arrows in the 
sky. A sharp arrow from Drona cut off the gem-encrusted hilt of 
Abhimanyu’s sword, and Kama’s arrows pierced his shield, mak¬ 
ing him defenceless. 

Picking up a mace, Abhimanyu rushed at Ashvatthaman, 
Drona’s son. Seeing Abhimanyu advancing toward him like a 
flaming thunderbolt, Ashvatthaman quickly stepped down from his 
chariot, and took three long leaps backward to escape the falling 
mace. 

Duhshasana’s son ran up, shouting Wait! Wait!, and his mace 
struck Abhimanyu even as Abhimanyu’s struck him. Both toppled 
like tree trunks. Rising up first, Duhshasana’s son hit Abhimanyu 
on the head as he was struggling to his feet. Stunned by the blow, 
and worn out with fatigue, Abhimanyu, elephant-grinder of a 
lotus-army, fell—one warrior killed by many warriors, one 
elephant killed by many hunters. He lay on the field: 

Like an extinguished forest fire in the summer season. 

Like a spent storm that has climbed mountains, 

Like the setting sun that has scorched the trees, 

Like the moon swallowed in an eclipse by Rahu, 

Like the ocean drained of water. 
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The grief-stricken Pandava soldiers panicked and fled; and at the 
lovely twilight hour, jackals howled, the pale-red lotus sun sank 
low in the west, taking with him the splendour of swords, arrows, 
shields, and ornaments. 

Having worshipped the gracious goddess of twilight, Krishna and 
Arjuna returned in their chariots to their camp, talking of the day’s 
incidents and their various triumphs. They saw the other Panda- 
vas sitting in silent grief. 

“Your faces are strangely pale,” said Arjuna. “And I'do not 
see Abhimanyu here. He has not come to congratulate me. Where 
is my young, lovely-haired, gazelle-eyed, soft-spoken, smiling and 
obedient son? Why don’t you speak? Is he dead? Does he lie on 
the field, bathed in blood, like a fallen sun? What will his mother 
Subhadra say? What will Draupadi say?” 

Krishna consoled him, saying, “Death comes to all heroes who 
do not retreat from battle. Do not grieve. He has reached the 
regions of the blessed.” 

In a voice chocked with sorrow, Arjuna said to his brothers: “I 
will destroy all of them all their elephants, horses, and chariots! 

I will kill all of them my son’s murderers, their kinsmen', and 
their followers! Where were you when this happened? You are all 
brave warriors, you had weapons—how could they kill my son 
with you to protect him? Even Indra would not dare! Jf I had 
known you could not protect him, I would have looked after him 
myself. Have you no shame, have you no manliness? How could 
they dare to kill him in your very presence? I should have known 
you were all cowards, and stayed back.” 

He slumped down, holding his bow and sword. None looked 
at him as he sat there, sighing deeply, “My son,” and wringing his 
hands, and looking about him with a madman’s eyes. 

“Tomorrow I will kill Jayadratha—I swear it!” he said. 

He picked up his Gandiva bow and stretched it taut with both 
hands; the twanging noise filled the sky. Krishna blew his conch, 
the Panchajanya; Arjuna blew the Devadatta. The tremendous 
sound filled the four corners, the regions of the upper air, and the 
entire universe. The spies of Duryodhana heard the noise and 
reported the matter to Jayadratha, who rose, ashamed and worried, 
and went to the assembly of Kaurava kings. 
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“Arjuna seeks my death,” he said. “I have no more desire to 
fight. I want to return to my kingdom. Give me permission to 
leave camp.” 

Duryodhana said, “We will protect you. I, Karna,^ Chitrasena, 
Shalya, Drona, Ashvatthaman, Shakuni and other kings will cover 
you wherever you go. Do not fear. All my eleven akshauhinis have 
orders to guard you.” 

That night, accompanied by Duryodhana, Jayadratha went to 
Drona, the general of the Kaurava forces, touched his feet, and 
sat down humbly. 

“Tell me frankly who is better, I or Arjuna, in accuracy of aim, 
in lightness of hand, and in force of sword-stroke, 55 he asked. 

Drona replied: “I gave the same tuition to you and Arjuna. But 
Arjuna practised yoga and led a hard and disciplined life. He is 
the better one. But do not be afraid on that account. The gods 
themselves cannot harm a person whom I protect. I will form a 
battle array that Arjuna will be incapable of penetrating. Besides, 
you have performed many holy sacrifices. Death holds no terrors 
for you.” 

Next morning, there was din and clamour in the Kaurava camp, 
heroes stretching their bows, tightening bowstrings, shouting 
Where is Arjuna 3, throwing their naked swords up and catching 
them in mid-air, whirling maces and clubs, shouting Where is 
Krishna? Where is Bhima? 

Drona said to Jayadratha, ‘‘Take the son of Somadatta, Kama, 
Ashvatthaman, Shalya, Vrishasena. Kripa, a hundred thousand 
horses, sixty thousand chariots, fourteen thousand elephants, and 
assume position behind me at a distance of twelve miles.” 

Comforted, Jayadratha did as ordered. 

Arjuna attacked fiercely and fearlessly, and pushed his way 
through line upon line of chariots and foot soldiers. Showers of 
arrows, maces and spears were hurled at him and, as an ocean 
absorbs hundreds of rivers flowing into it, he endured them all 
without flinching. 

In the confusion Bhima noticed Kama concealed in his chariot; 
he jumped down from his chariot and seized Kama's flagstaft 
Enraged, Kama rose to fight. They roared at each other like 
summer clouds Bhima picked up chariot wheels, broken bones of 
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elephants and horses, whatever he could lay his hands on, and 
hurled them at Kama. As he raised his hands to bring his clenched 
fists down on Kama’s head, he remembered Arjuna’s vow to kill 
Kama, and stopped. Kama, too, remembered his promise to 
Kunti and refrained from killing Bhima. 

Striding tow'ard him, Kama flicked his chest with the tip of his 
bow. Bhima snatched the bow and struck Kama’s head with it. 
Eyes red with anger, but smiling, Kama said: 

“Eunuch, fool, glutton! Fight with children, not with me! Go to 
feasts, not battles! Eat root, flower, and fruit, and be a monk. 
Order cooks and servants, not soldiers!” 

Again he flicked Bhima’s cheeks with his bow. “Go to Krishna 
and Arjuna, baby Bhima. They’ll take care of you.” 

Krishna drove Arjuna to the scene of the wordy duel, and, as 
Arjuna shot a series of gold-tipped arrows at him, Kama fled. 

“Now, O Krishna,” Arjuna said, “take me to Jayadratha. We 
have very little time. The sun has begun his decline in the Asta 
hills.” 

Spreading havoc in the Kaurava ranks, Arjuna’s chariot raced 
toward the boar-bannered Jayadratha. With two swift arrows shot 
simultaneously, he cut off the head of Jayadratha’s driver and 
pierced the banner. The banner fell like a quenched fire. 

The sun had started to set when Krishna turned to Arjuna and 
said, “Jayadratha is protected by six brave kings. Without defeat¬ 
ing them you will not be able to kill him. I will use my magic 
yoga to give Jayadratha the impression that the sun has already 
set. He will think it safe to come out in the open. Strike him down 
then!” 

‘T will,” said Arjuna. 

Krishna’s yoga spread darkness over the sun. The Kaurava 
soldiers stood with their heads craned forward for a last glimpse 
of the sun. Jayadratha stood in the same attitude. 

Krishna turned to Arjuna. “He is looking at the dark sun. 
Now! Cut off his head! And see that it does not touch the ground, 
or your own head—as the curse says—will crack into a hundred 
fragments.” 

Licking his lips, Arjuna shot a mantra-inspired arrow at Jaya¬ 
dratha, an arrow that had been worshipped with perfumes and 
flowers. It sped swiftly, and severed Jayadratha’s head as easily as 
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a hawk scooping a sparrow from a tree top. Arjuna kept shooting 
arrows at the head, making it sail across the sky till it fell in the 
lap of king Vriddhakshatra, the father of Jayadratha. As also 
predicted by the curse, Vriddhakshatra’s head shattered immediate¬ 
ly into a hundred fragments. 

Duryodhana said to Ashvatthaman, “The Pandavas begin to 
oppress us. Help us, O son of Drona. Destroy our enemies.” 

“What you say is true,” said Ashvatthaman. “The Pandavas are 
dear to my father and to me. But this is war. And sentiment does¬ 
n’t count in war.” 

From the Pandava side, Dhrishtadyumna was the first to attack. 

“Fight me!” he shouted to Ashvatthaman. “Why pick on 
common soldiers?” 

“Since you love death so much, come, let us fight, ” shouted 
back Ashvatthaman. 

“Kill you?” shouted Dhrishtadyumna. “Before I kill you, 1 II kill 
your father Drona. Call yourself a Brahmin, you cheap follower 
ofKshatriya practices?” 

Both gambled on a battlefield, each playing his life as the stake. 

Even as they fought, the forces of Yudhishthira and Bhima sur¬ 
rounded Ashvatthaman. Duryodhana moved in with his soldiers, 
and a fierce battle ensued. Men and animals fought till tiredness 
overtook them; the chariot warriors closed their eyes in exhaustion 
after the nine hours of bloody battle. At midnight they became 
dispirited; many lay down and slept; others, drowsy, groped along 
and slashed at whoever came in front of them. 

“All of you,” shouted Arjuna, “all of you who are tired, sleep... 
when the moon rises, we shall again fight.” 

Both armies slept. 

Some lay on horseback, some in chariots, 

Some on the necks of elephants, some on the ground. 

They slept with their armour on. 

Drowsy elephants cooled the earth with sighs from deep- 
breathing trunks, 

Spotted with battle dust. 

Like hills they slept, their trunks hissing like snakes. 

Gold-harnessed horses stamped hooves gently. 
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All was peace on the battlefield. 

All still like a beautiful scene on canvas, 

Painted by an expert hand. 

The soldiers lying on the decorated heads of elephants 
Slept like lovers on the breasts of lovely women. 

Lord of lilies, the eye-delighting moon 

Thrust his yellow rays in the elephant hide of night; 

The yellow rays turned into gold, 

Flooding the four quarters, the sky, and the earth, 

Dispelling all darkness. 

The sea of troops rose, wave upon wave, 

Like lotuses expanding to the rays of the sun. 

The battle re-commenced. 

Warriors busily destroying the world in the hope of heaven. 

Drona caused such great destruction in the Pandava ranks that 
they despaired of victory. 

“He is invincible,” said Krishna to Arjuna, “so long as he doe's 
not lay down his weapons. Forget dharma, and think of a ruse to 
make him do so. If his son Ashvatthaman dies, he will refuse to 
fight. Let someone announce to him that Ashvatthaman has been 
killed in battle.” 

Arjuna found the suggestion distasteful. Others approved of it. 
Yudhishthira accepted it after great hesitation. 

Bhima felled a huge elephant named Ashvatthaman with his 
mace, and approached Drona. 

“Ashvatthaman is dead!” he shouted in an embarrassed voice. 
When he heard Bhima, Drona’s limbs seemed to fail him, like 
sand in water. But he suspected a lie, knowing his son’s valour, and 
he rallied his spirits. He fought fiercely, killing twenty thousand 
Panchala chariot-warriors, five hundred Matsyas, six thousand ele¬ 
phants and ten thousand horses. 

Even as he fought, there appeared on the battlefield the forms of 
the holy sages Vishvamitra, Jamadagni, Bharadvaja, Gautama, 
Vasishtha, Kashyapa and Atri, together with all the descendants of 
Brighu and Angiras, eager to take Drona away to the region of 
Brahma. 

“Be ashamed,” they said. “You a Brahmin, and fighting! Lay 
aside your weapons. Remember the Vedas, follow the truth, return 
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to the eternal path. The period of your life on earth is over. 

Dispirited and grief-stricken, Drona turned to Yudhishthira, firm 
in the knowledge that Yudhishthira would not lie even for the sake 
of obtaining sovereignty over the three worlds. 

“Is Ashvatthaman dead?” he asked. . 

Krishna said quickly to Yudhishthira, “If Drona survives another 
half a day, the Pandavas will be annihilated. A lie told to save life 
is not wrong. A lie in front of women, in marriages, to save cows, 

or to rescue a Brahmin, is not wrong.” „ 

“He will believe you though he did not believe me, rep led 
Bhima. “All the three worlds know you are truthfu . 

Persuaded by Bhima and Krishna, and caught up in his fate, 
Yudhishthira, eager to win the war, decided to lie. 
“Ashvatthaman is dead!” he shouted, adding in a whisper, the 

Cl Till^that time, Yudhishthira’s chariot always stayed the breach 
of four fingers above the surface of the earth. Now it dropped, till 

chariot and horses touched the ground. 

Drona, hearing of his son’s death, lost all interest in the battle. 
At precisely that moment, Dhrishtadyumna rushed at him, fixing a 
fierce snake arrow in his bow, which flamed like a circle of re. 
Drona prepared to baffle the arrow aimed at him, but his divine 
weapons failed him. Bhima rushed forward, took Dhrishtadyumna 
in his chariot, saying, “Now is the time. Kill him quickly, and 
shouted at Drona, “Your son is dead. Unknown to you, the son 
you loved so dearly is dead. Hasn’t Yudhishthira told you he’s 
dead? What is the use of fighting now?” 

Drona said, “Kama, listen to me. Fight well. Let them not harm 

you. I am laying down my weapons.” 

He sat down in his chariot, and murmuring, “Ashvatthaman, 
devoted himself to yogic meditation. Dhrishtadyumna threw away 
his bow with the arrow still in it, picked up a sword, and ran 
toward him. His head slightly bent, his chest thrust forward, 
Drona meditated on Brahman, Truth, and Om. A transcendent 
radiance ascended from his body to the skies. Only five saw 
mahatma Drona leave the mortal world and enter the state of 
Brahman: Sanjaya, Arjuna, Ashvatthaman, Krishna, and Yudhi¬ 
shthira. The others had no knowledge of this; they thought Drona 
was still rapt in yoga. 
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Dhrishtadyumna ran toward Drona and, amid cries of Alas\ and 
Shame\ Shame], with a single stroke lopped off Drona’s head, and 
dragged the lifeless body behind him, whirling his sword in his 
right hand. A dark-skinned, white-haired, eightyfive year old guru, 
dead, who was once as active on the battlefield as any sixteen-year 
old. 

As Dhrishtadyumna raised his sword, Arjuna had shouted: “No! 
don’t kill him! He is our guru! Bring him back alive.” But 
Dhrishtadyumna did not listen. Having killed Drona, he flung the 

bleeding head in front of the Pandava soldiers, who scattered in 
fear. 

As they fled in all directions, Ashvatthaman arrived on the 
scene, like a crocodile pushing against a current, and a fierce battle 
took place. 

“Ashvatthaman is furious,” said Arjuna to Yudhishthira, “and 
the fault is yours. You told a lie for the sake of victory. The three 
worlds will speak of your infamous deed, just as they speak of 
Rama’s treacherous slaying of Vali. And Drona must have 
thought, Yudhishthira is my student! Yudhishthira has every 
virtue! He will not lie. You added the word ‘elephant,’ but your 
words were just a lie posing as truth. And I, wretched fool, I stood 
silent, I did not raise a finger to stop you! O the shame is mine 

too—it is my hell too!” 

The kings and soldiers listened to Arjuna, without saying a 
word in approval or disapproval. But Bhima spoke up: “Bah, you 
prattle precepts like a saint in the woods. Are we Kshatriyas or 
not? Are we supposed to save ourselves or not? Forgiveness suits 
gods, Brahmins, and teachers, but we Kshatriyas have also our 
duties to perform. You speak like a fool.” 

Dhrishtadyumna added: “Have you forgotten what they did to 
Draupadi? The duties of a Brahmin are six—performance of ritual, 
teaching, charity, acceptance of gifts, assisting at ceremonies, and 
study of sacred texts. Where is it said that a Brahmin must fight? 
He used divine weapons to kill our soldiers. He was a fake 
Brahmin, using fake magic to deceive us. Good that lie’s been 
exposed today. He killed your friend Bhagadatta, and 1 killed him. 
What’s wrong with killing an enemy? Stop blaming me and learn to 
fight! The war is still on.” 

The others remained silent, and Arjuna looked at Dhrishtadyumna 



















out of the corner of his eyes. But Satyaki, trembling, breathed a 
snake-sigh, and picked up his niace. 

“I will not bandy words with you, sinful rascal—1 will kill you!” 
Y% he shouted and rushed at Dhrishtadyumna. 

Bhima grappled with him and seized his arms, but Satyaki 

r dragged Bhima with him. They roared like two bulls, and it was 
with the greatest of difficulty that Yudhishthira finally pacified 
them. 
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With Drona dead, the sons of Dhritarashtra became pale and 
worried. Duryodhana tried to inspire them with these words: “I 
declared war because I had faith in your strength YetnoW'you 
seem to have given up all hope. Why? All warriors must die. All 
warriors know it is either victory or death that awaits them. Fight! 
Kama is still with us with his divine weapons. Fight! Arjuna is 
afraid of him, as a deer is afraid of a lion.” 

A conference was called; the Kauravas either sat like gods on 
luxurious couches or reclined on beds. 

“What are your views in this matter, O kings? asked 
Duryodhana. “Tell me what you think is necessary and required 
of us.” 

They made simultaneous gestures expressing their desire to 
continue the war. 

“Desire, opportunity, skill, and strategy are recommended 
requirements for accomplishing anything, said Ashvatthaman. 
“But all these depend on fate. Many noble heroes in our ranks 
have been killed; yet we need not despair. With Kama to lead us, 
victory shall yet be ours. He is a mighty warrior, an invincible 
hero.” 

Duryodhana turned to Kama and said, “Kama, I know of your 
valour and I value your friendship. And 1 tell you frankly that I 
wish to take advantage of both. My best generals, Bhishma and 
Drona, have been killed in battle. Take their place, for I believe 
you are even stronger than they.” 

Kama said, “Once before I promised in your presence to van¬ 
quish the Pandavas and Krishna. I accept command of the army. 
Have no fear, and take the Pandavas as already dead.” 

The Kaurava forces formed ranks, and Kama appeared in the 
centre of the field with a gold-plated bow. His chariot shone like 
the sun; it flew a white flag, and many pennants. He blew loudly 
on his conch of gold filigree work, and shook the gold-plated bow 
proudly. 

Yudhishthira saw Kama installed as commander and said to 
Arjuna: “Their bravest heroes are no more. Only Kama is left. If 
you kill him today, victory is definitely ours.” 

Both armies advanced, eager for battle. From the wings emerg- 
' ed the soldiers. First the skirmishes, then the battle. 

The duel between Arjuna and Ashvatthaman resembled a tussle 
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between two planets, both trying to orbit into the same constella¬ 
tion. Uttering loud roars,' Ashvatthaman deluged Arjuna and 
Krishna with cloud-masses of arrows. 

“Kill him the moment you find an opening,” said Krishna to 
Arjuna. “Only death cures this disease.” 

Arjuna shot goat-eared arrows at Ashvatthaman’s horses, and 
they galloped away, taking the chariot a great distance from 
the field. Thinking better of duelling with Arjuna, Ashvatthaman 
joined the forces of Kama, while Arjuna and Krishna moved to 
another part of the field to fight the hard-swearing soldiers called 
the Samshaptakas. 

When the battle began, soldiers rushed at each other with clubs, 
axes, maces and pikes, shouting fiercely, striking blindly, falling 
and rising, jumping to attack, blood flowing out of their limbs, 
deprived of brains and eyes and weapons. Some lay on the ground 
in postures of death, their blood-stained teeth making their faces 
look as beautiful as pomegranates. Some fell like sandal trees cut 
down by the axe, spurting blood-red sap as they fell. Chariots 
destroyed chariots, elephants mauled elephants, men killed men, 
in thousands. Flags, banners, pennants, umbrellas, trunks, and 
human arms dropped on the earth. The faces of the dead were like 
crushed lotuses and faded garlands. 

Some soldiers, tossed in the air by the trunks of elephants, were 
gored to death by the tusks as they fell. Others were trampled to 
death. Still others died, whirled high in the air like fans. Elephants 
fell like hills, mortally wounded by lances, spears and darts, their 
flanks ripped opeD, and their frontal lobes torn apart. 

Hundreds of thousands of headless bodies lay on the field, their 
weapons and coats of mail drenched with blood, like cloth dyed 
crimson. 

That night Kama went to Duryodhana “Today I shall fight 
Arjuna,” he said. “Either he dies, or I die.” 

“Do what you think is right,” remarked Duryodhana. “Our 
chariots, horses, bows and arrrows will support you.” Next Dur¬ 
yodhana went to Shalya and said, “Illustrious King of the Madras, 
be Kama’s charioteer in the battle. With you to help him, he will 
be invincible.” 

Three angry lines appeared on Shalya’s brow. Waving his arms 
furiously, he said: “You insult me, son of Gandhari. Why should 
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I, who am superior to Kama in every way, be his charioteer?” He 
got up to leave. 

But Duryodhana spoke sweetly and gently to him. “What you 
say is true: Kama is not your superior. But I never doubted your 
valour. It’s just that I have a plan in mind, and I need your help. 
Why, you are greater even than Krishna, just as Kama is greater 
than Arjuna. Your knowledge of horses is twice that of 
Krishna’s!” 

“I am glad you say so in front of all these soldiers,” said Shalya. 
“I will drive the horses, as you request, but I will do so on one 
condition: I will say whatever I like to Kama’s face, if it so pleases 
me.” 

“Agreed,” said Duryodhana in Kama’s presence. 

Shalya embraced Duryodhana. “Wish me good luck then, for I 
will fight with all my heart and obey all your commands. And let 

Kama not mind what escapes from my lips in the course of the 
battle. Pleasant or unpleasant, I shall mean it well.” 

Kama said, “Like Krishna to Arjuna, will you be to us.” 

“Four kinds of speech are never uttered by respectable men: self¬ 
rebuke, self-praise, malicious words about others, and flattery of 
others. But I shall praise myself in order to give you confidence. 
Where chariot-driving is concerned, in alertness, control anticipa¬ 
tion and manoeuvrability, I am as good as Matali, the charioteer 
of Indra,” said Shalya. 

In the morning Kama said to Shalya, “Take me today to where 
I can do battle with the five Pandavas. I will destroy them!” 

“You have a poor opinion of the Pandavas,” said Shalya. “You 
forget they are brave, skilled and fearful adversaries. You will for¬ 
get your words when you hear the thunderous twang of the 
Gandiva bow. When their arrow showers darken the sky, you will 
forget all that you say now.” 

“Urge the horses,” said Kama. “To battle!” 

Seeing Kama take up position on the field with Shalya as his 
charioteer, the Kaurava soldiers raised a great joyous cry. Cymbals 
and drums sounded as the army moved forward.' Meteors blazed 
and thunder roared in the cloudless sky; fierce winds blew on the 
advancing host. 

Look at this wonderful spectacle,” Kama said to Shalya. 
“Look at the array of might: the bows, the flags, the maces, the 
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spears, the swords. The great god Death himself could not save 
Arjuna today if he tried. All the gods could not, if they tried.” 

“Your words are bold, Kama,” Shalya said. “Might goes to your 
head and you say things you should not say.” 

“I have heard of the prowess of Arjuna and Krishna,” said 
Kama, “and I am not impressed. Have you seen them in action? 
Or is all your praise hearsay? I suffer your bitter words because 
I promised not to mind. But I have work to do. I have a duty to 
perform for King Dhritarashtra. Forward!” 

Arjuna stood in his chariot, pulled by pigeon-white horses, and 
surveyed the huge Pandava armies commanded by Dhrishtadyumna. 
Like swans rushing towards the sea, the Panchalas of the Pandava 
army attacked, but Kama quickly killed seventy-seven head 
warriors. Ten heroes on chariots surrounded him; these too he 
killed. Piercing the Pandava defences, he sped towards Yudhish- 
thira, scattering all who blocked his way. His chariot shattered by 
Kama’s onslaught, Yudhishthira climbed into another drawn by 
ivory-white horses with black tails, and withdrew. 

Kama raced up alongside, and touched Yudhishthira with his 
palm, which was graced with the auspicious marks of the thunder¬ 
bolt, umbrella, hook, fish, flag, tortoise, and conchshell, as if to 
seize him by force. 

Kama remembered Kunti’s words. He laughed mockingly and 
said to Yudhishthira: 

“Running away, most noble Kshatriya? Perhaps you have for¬ 
gotten the duties of a Kshatriya. After all, you perform rituals 
and study the Vedas. Run off, pretty son of Kunti, and don’t 
bother us again. Don’t use harsh words and don’t fight big 
battles. Or use them against the Pandavas, but not against us. Run 
to Krishna and Arjuna. I don’t kill people like you.” He turned to 
Shalya. “Drive me to Bhima!” 

Bhima saw him advancing and said to Satyaki and Dhrishtad¬ 
yumna: “Keep an eye on Yudhishthira He escaped death narrowly 
today.” And he moved around, to face Kama. 

“Bhima is angry,” said Shalya to Kama. “Look at him, stand¬ 
ing there like a monster, ready to vomit on you the wrath he has 
nourished for so many years.” 

An arrow from Kama sliced off the handle of Bhima’s bow. His 
eyes blazing with anger and revenge, Bhima picked up another, 
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fitted a mountain-piercing arrow to it, pulled the bowstring till it 
touched his ear, and shot it at Kama. Struck as if by a thunder¬ 
bolt, Kama fell down unconscious in his chariot. Shalya drove the 
chariot away from the field. 

Seeing Kama turn back, Duryodhana addressed his brothers: 
“Go quickly, cover his retreat. Save him from Bhima. 

They rushed at Bhima with their soldiers, like insects into a fire. 
Bhima killed fifty chariot-warriors, and stood firm. The battle con¬ 
tinued in dreadful confusion till high noon. The noise that rose 
from the clash of the armies was the noise of several oceans turn- 
blinc into each other. 

Above the noise of the battle was heard the loud twang of 

Arjuna’s Gandiva bow. . 

Duryodhana said to Kama, who had recovered, “The time has 

come Let us attack now, taking advantage of the chaos.” 
Surveying the terrible slaughter, Krishna said to Arjuna: 

Everywhere death. 

Everywhere suffering. 

An altar strewn with burnt-out fires. 

Dead horses with arrows sticking from their bodies 
Broken chariots with silent bells. 

Wounded warriors wailing, their relatives weeping. 

Soldiers running blindly on the field. 

Some crying Water\, some dying drinking. 

Kama shook his bow called the Vijaya, and looked about him, 

seeking single combat with Arjuna. 

“What good is your army?” Yudhishthira said to Arjuna. 
“Kama lives. Are you afraid of him? Didn’t you vow before us all 
in the Dvaita forest that you would singlehanded kill Kama? You 
have Krishna as your charioteer; you fly the monkey banner, your 
bow is six cubits long. What are you afraid of? Why not hand 
over your bow to Krishna, and let him do the job? Better the 
womb of Kunti had never conceived you than this shame! Better 
you had been born a five months’ abortion than this shame!” 
Arjuna drew his sword to kill Yudhishthira. 

“Are you mad?” said Krishna. “Why do you draw your sword? 
Who is here that deserves death at your hands? I see no one. 










252 THE MAHABHARATA 

What s the matter with you, that you brandish your sword so 
fiercely?” 

Arjuna looked at Yudhishthira, breathed like an angered snake, 
and said. I will kill anyone who says ‘Hand over your Gandiva to 
another man.’ I have vowed it! This king here said those words. 
I will not forgive him! I must be true to my vow. I have my prin¬ 
ciples. Tell me, Krishna, what must I do?” 

“Be ashamed!” said Krishna. “Grow wiser. This is no time for 
angry keeping of vows. You talk of principles. What principle 
says you should take life? Ahimsa is the highest principle. Tell 
ies 1 you must, but never kill. Listen to me—I will tell you the 
highest morality of all. Truth is dharma. There is nothing higher 
than truth. But truth put in practice is a complex thing. What is 
truth/ Some truth may not be uttered, some untruth is permissible. 
Sometimes truth becomes untruth, and untruth becomes truth. 
W L , en ,“f 13 in dan S er > when marriage is at stake, lying is permis- 
S1 6 '. en ^ oss ad one’s property is involved, lying is 
permissible. For the enjoyment of a woman, for the sake of saving 
a Brahmin, lying is permissible. Untruth in these five cases 
becomes truth. Only a fool practises truth without knowing the 
difference between truth and untruth. 

“It is better to lie in order to escape from thieves and robbers 
than stay with them by speaking the truth. Wealth given away to 
men who use it immorally doesn’t enhance the nobility of the 
giver. Similarly, a lie for the sake of furthering dharma is not 
considered a lie. 

Now you know. Tell me, does Yudhishthira deserve death?” 

Arjuna replied, “There is nothing in the three worlds that you 
do not know, O Krishna. My vow is my vow. Even Bhima has 
vowed to kill the man who calls him beardless. What should I 
do?” 

“Yudhishthira was tired and excited when he said what he 
said, Krishna explained. “Kama had shamed him in battle. Go 
to him, touch his feet, speak respectfully to him. Soothe his hurt 
honour. He is wise; he will forgive you.” 

Arjuna threw away his bow and sheathed his sword. 

“Forgive me,” he said to Yudhishthira. “And now, let us return 
to battle. Kama bears down upon us.” 

This happened on the seventeenth day of the war. 
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That afternoon a fierce encounter took place between Bhima and 
Kama, who burst on the Pandava forces like a forest fire on dry 
grass in summer. Arjuna, sighting them, said to Krishna, “Drive 
me there. I see him in the distance.” 

Seeing Arjuna’s chariot bearing down on them, Shalya warned 
Kama, “There he is, the white-horsed Arjuna. He is making 
straight towards us, avoiding battle with others. Show your skill 
now, Kama. None but you can save us. Kill him, for you are 
Bhishma’s equal, and Drona’s, and Kripa’s!” 

“Now you speak as you should always speak. Now your words 
sound pleasant in my ears,” Kama said. 

Even as he spoke, Duhshasana advanced towards Bhima in the 
mfclee, holding the reins of the chariot horses and shooting arrows 
simultaneously. One arrow, bright as the sun and studded with 
gold and diamonds, struck Bhima and knocked him unconscious 
in his chariot; he collapsed with outstretched arms. Quickly reco¬ 
vering, he stood up and rushed at Duhshasana with uplifted mace, 
shouting, “An arrow for me, a mace for you!” Perspiring like an 
elephant whose rutting juice trickles down his body, Bhima hurled 
the mace. 

The impact of the mace knocked Duhshasana ten bow-lengths 
away from his smashed chariot. He lay on the ground in his 
crushed armour, writhing in pain. Bhima remembered the drag¬ 
ging of Draupadi by her hair, and his fury blazed up like fire fed 
with ghee. Before the very eyes of Duryodhana and Kama, he 
jumped down from his chariot, eyes fixed on the fallen Duhsha¬ 
sana. He drew his sharp sword, placed his foot on Duhshasana’s 
throat, cut open the breast, and scooped the warm blood. He bent 
the body, and cut off the head. He sipped the blood, relishing 
each drop, and looking around him, said: “Sweeter than mother’s 
milk or honey, sweeter than ghee or wine made from honey, 
sweeter than nectar is this blood.” 

He looked at the body, laughed softly, and said, “I am finished 
with you. Death came to you too quickly.” 

The soldiers were petrified with horror and fear. This is no 
human being , they thought. This must be a rakshasa. 

Bhima bent down, cupped a little blood in his hands, and 
shouted in the presence of Kama and all the other warriors, “Once 
again I drink your blood! Dance now, Duhshasana, call us cows 
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now! Now we dance around you.” 

Streaming with blood, he began to shout joyfully, as Indra 
shouted after killing the anti-god Vritra. 

And Kama, for the first time, felt a great fear. 

But he moved into battle, seeking out Arjuna. The two chariots 
advanced toward each other. Both Arjuna and Kama were clad 
in mail, carried swords, and had white horses and conches. Both 
had pink eyes and lion necks; both were golden garlands. Yak 
tails fanned them; white umbrellas shielded their heads. Like bulls, 
like maddened elephants, like poisonous snakes, they sought each 
other out; they looked like two mighty planets visible at the end 
of a world-destroying yuga. Proud, brave and skilful, they appeared 
on the field like the sun and the moon poised for battle. On 
Kama’s banner was the symbol of the elephant’s rope, on Arjuna’s 
the open jawed monkey displaying his horrendous teeth. 

Kama, smiling, asked Shalya, “What will you do if, by any 
chance, Arjuna is able to kill me?” 

“If you die, it will be my business to kill Arjuna and Krishna,” 
replied Shalya. 

“What will you do if Kama is able to kill me?” Arjuna asked 
Krishna. 

Krishna smiled and replied, “The sun will fall, the earth shatter 
into a thousand fragments, and fire lose its heat before he kills 
you. But if he does, it is a sign that the end of the world has 
come. As for me, I shall kill him with my bare hands.” 

In the terrible duel, Kama discovered that Arjuna was a match for 
him. He fitted a snake mouthed arrow to his bow—one that he 
had kept for such an emergency—an arrow much worshipped, 
encased in a golden quiver fragrant with sandal powder—and 
aimed it at Arjuna’s head. 

“This arrow won’t do,” said Shalya. “Choose another.” 

“Kama needs no second anew.” replied Kama. 

It sped forward with a tremendous hiss, blazing a trail in the 
sky as clear and straight as the parting in a woman’s tresses. 
Krishnd' saw it coming and, with great agility, stepped hard on the 
chariot. The horses bent their front legs as the chariot’s speed 
dropped. The snake arrow shot Arjuna’s renowned diadem from 
his head; the beautiful ornament shivered into pieces. The snake 
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in the arrow returned to Kama, and said, “Shoot me again. This 
time look at me well, and shoot me straight. Arjuna will die.” 
“Who are you?” Kama asked the fierce snake form. 

“An enemy of Arjuna,” replied the snake. “He killed my mother, 
and I seek revenge. Shoot me, and victory is yours.” 

“Kama does not shoot the same arrow twice, not even to kill a 
hui dred Arjunas. Kama seeks no outside help. I have other 
w'eapons, snake. Be happy. Go elsewhere.” 

The snake retraced its flight toward Arjuna. “This is the snake 
whose mother you killed in the Khandava forest,” said Krishna. 
Arjuna fired six arrows at the flying snake, and the fragmented 
pieces fell on the ground. Then Krishna, with his arms, lifted the 
chariot to its normal position again. 

With loud roars, Kama bore down on Arjuna. But Kala, lord 
of time, knowing the hour of Kama’s death had come, approached 
him invisibly, and whispered in his ear: “The Earth is devouring 
your left wheel.” Kama’s chariot began to tilt, as the left wheel 
$ank in the ground. Kama despaired and said, “The virtuous say 
pharma protects the virtuous. Bat Dharma forsakes me now. 
Haven’t I always practised dharma? T think Dharma is indifferent 
to his devotees.” 

Arjuna continued to harass Kama with fiery arrows. “Shoot 
high, Arjuna! Shoot high!” Krishna advised. “He baffles your low 
aim. 

Kama jumped down to push his left wheel^out, now totally 
embedded in the ground. 

“Wait, Arjuna!” he shouted. “My left wheel is stuck You 
jcflow the rules of battle.” 

Krishna said to Kama, “A good time to remind others of rules! 
Remember the insult to Draupadi, dragging her in her single dress 
^fflong the assembled kings? What happened to rules then? 
Remember Shakuni cheating at dice? The kingdom of the Panda- 
v aS n °t returned after their exile, as was promised? Remember the 
l^grmng 0 f the lacquer house? Remember how you laughed at 
praupadi when she stood in a single dress, insulted during her 
period? How you asked her to choose another husband? Rcmem- 
1?e r ** lc treacherous killing of Abhimanyu? What happened to rules 
then?” 

K af nastruggled with both hands to pull the wheel out. 
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“Kill him now. Cut off his head before he can get on his 
chariot,” said Krishna. 

Arjuna selected a terrible arrow, and saying, “May you carry 
Kama to the abode of Yama, god of death,” he shot it. 

Kama’s head rolled on the ground. But the tall body stood erect 
on the field, blood flowing from its many wounds, like crimson 
streams running down a red chalk hill after a shower. 

The Pandava soldiers blew their conches. Arjuna and Krishna 
blew theirs. Shalya withdrew from the field, on which lay the head 
of the noble Kama, with a face like a thousand-petalled lotus, 
belonging to a man as brave as thousand-eyed Indra, now dead 
like the thousand-rayed sun at night. 

The Kaurava army, stupefied and afraid, scattered. When 
Dhritarashtra was given the news of Kama’s death, he fell from his 
throne. So did Gandhari. Vidura and Sanjaya comforted him; the 
palace ladies consoled her. 
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After the death of Kama, Duryodhana was plunged in an ocean 
of sorrow; he could see only despair wherever he looked. Mutter¬ 
ing Iiai, Kama ! Hai, Kama ! he returned to his camp, followed by 
the remaining Kaurava kings. They passed that night on the 
battlefield at the foothills of the Himalayas, thinking of a better 
tomorrow. Among the assembled were Shalya, Chitrasena, Shakuni, 
Ashvatthaman, Kripa, Kritavarman, Jayatsena and other heroes. 

“Let Shalya lead our army now,” said Ashvatthaman. “There is 
none superior to him in birth, in bravery, and in handsomeness. 
Rejecting the sons of his own sister Madri, mother ot Nakula and 
Sahadeva, he joined our forces.” 

“Whatever responsibility is given to me, I shall discharge to the 
best of my ability. My wealth, my kingdom,- my life is at the ser¬ 
vice of the Kurus,” said Shalya. 

“I ask you to take command of our army,” Duryodhana said. 

“Gladly,” replied Shalya. “I have a strategy that will baffle the 
Pandavas.” 

Without wasting time, Duryodhana poured holy water on 
Shalya’s head; installing him as commander; loud roars of appro¬ 
val from the gathered soldiers greeted the ceremony. 

The battle formation drawn up by Shalya on the eighteenth day 
of the war had Kritavarman on the left, surrounded by the Trigar- 
tas; on his right was Kripa, with the Shakas, Persians, and Greeks, 
in the rear was Ashvatthaman, leading the Kambojas; in the centre 
Duryodhana, protected by the pick of the soldiers. Eleven thou- 
sand chariots, ten thousand and seven hundred elephants, two 
hundred thousand cavalry, and three million foot soldiers ma e up 
the Kaurava forces. Six thousand chariots, six thousand elep .ants, 
ten thousand cavalry, and one million foot soldiers comprise t te 

Pandava forces. . 

The battle began, as fierce as the one between gods an anti go s. 
A river flowed on the battlefield: blood its waters, chariots its 
eddies, bones its pebbles, elephants and horses its rocks, at an 
marrow its mire, umbrellas its swans, maces its rafts. Brave war 
riors crossed, on chariot-rafts, this terrible river that ran to t e 
regions of the dead. 

Attacking Yudhishthira, Shalya pressed hard with swift leathe¬ 
red arrows. Yudhishthira countered with a broad-heade arrow 
which shattered the flag pole of Shalya. “All the others, Bhishma, 
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Drona, and Kama, are dead!” shouted Yudhishthira to Krishna 
and his brothers. “Shalya remains. Today he dies at my hands,” 
He picked up a gold-and-diamond encrusted dart, bright as the 
sun and, rolling his eyes fiercely, looked at Shalya with anger in 
his heart. Inspiring the weapon with many mantras, he hurled it 
with tremendous force. Shalya leapt, as if to catch the dart, as a 
tongue of flame leaps up to lick ghee thrown into it. But it pierced 
his chest and penetrated the ears and mouth; blood gushed from 
his fatal wound. He stretched his arms wide, and fell, facing 
Yudhishthira. Like a loving wife rising to welcome her dear hus¬ 
band on her breasts, the Earth seemed to rise a little to welcome 
Shalya, bull among men, as he fell, his limbs bathed with blood. 

He slept on her breasts as on a dear wife’s, embracing her with all 
his limbs. 

When Shalya fell, the Kaurava soldiers ran away in fear, as 
helpless as shipwrecked traders without rafts on a swollen sea. 
Two thousand elephants, goaded with hooks and chains, fled. 
Shakun, tried to rally them, shouting, “Fight! Fight, you fools! 
Fight, you immoral wretches.” 

• cif , they T Udhishthira ca,m| y said to Sahadeva, “There 

ts Shakuni Kiil ,m. Take the chariots and cavalry and three 
thousand foot soldiers. I will divert their chariots ” 

Jackals howled in the field; vultures circled in the sky 
Shakuni threw a lance that grazed Sahadeva’s forehead. An 
arrow from Sahadeva pierced Shakuni’s bow, rendering it useless 
Shakuni hurled his sword, which Sahadeva splintered in mid-air 
with an arrow. Shakuni flung a mace, which missed. He next 
hurled the marvellous death-night dart, which Sahadeva cut in 
three pieces in mid-air with three gold-plated arrows. As they fell 
on the earth, the three fiagments blazed like lightning flashes. 
Frightened, the Kaurava soldiers fled; Shakuni fled also. 

Sahadeva pursued him, shooting stone-whetted and vulture- 
feathered arrows. 

“Fight!” shouted Sahadeva. “Be a man! Remember the dice 
game, Shakuni? Today you get paid for that with a razor-tipped 
arrow that will slice your head olT like a mango knocked off a 
tree with a stick.” 

Shakuni turned, lance in hand, and rushed at Sahadeva. The 
first arrow from Sahadeva cut off the lance; the next two lopped 
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off Shakuni’s muscular arms. Sahadeva roared with delight. A 
fourth broad-headed golden arrow decapitated the evil maker of 
Kaurava conspiracies. 

Duryodhana looked around him and found the field empty; he 
saw only Pandavas everywhere, and his hopes fell. He decided to 
flee to Lake Dvaipayana. 

Of the Pandava forces, two thousand chariots, seven hundred 
elephants, five thousand cavalry and ten thousand foot soldiers 
remained. Their commander Dhrishtadyumna bided his time. 

In the Kaurava camp Kritavarman, Kripa and Ashvatthaman 
heard the victorious shouts of the Pandavas, and decided to go tc 
Lake Dvaipayana Yudhishthira hunted in vain for Duryodhana. 
Mace in hand, Duryodhana had gone to the lake in advance of 
the others, solidified its water 1 with his powers of illusion, and ley 
in hiding in the centre of the lake’s bed. 

The three kings addressed him in the lake; Let us fight Yudhish- 
thira. Our comrades are all dead. Let us kill him or die like them. 

“It is good you are here,” declared Duryodhana from the lake. 
“Let us rest a little and refresh ourselves, we will then fight 
better. You are tired. I am tired too. This is no time to fight. Let 
us rest here tonight. There will be time to fight better tomorrow.” 

Ashvatthaman said, ‘‘Arise. Fight now! I swear we shall win. I 
shall not remove my armour this night.” 

As they argued, a group of hunters came to the lakes edge, 
carrying their kill and desirous of quenching their thirst. They 
supplied a basketful of meat daily to Bhima. They heard the argu¬ 
ment between Duryodhana and the three kings, and remembered 
that Yudhishthira had a little earlier enquired of them whether 
they had seen the four fugitive Kauravas. 

“Let’s go back and inform Yudhishthira that they are here,” 
they whispered. “He will give us much gold. We’ll tell Bhima too. 
He’ll give us gold also. Slaving away like this, hunting and selline 
meat, is no way to live.” 

They picked up their baskets, and, creeping stealthily to the 
Pandava camp (because they were forbidden to enter the camp 
proper), supplied the iriformation to Bhima, who rewarded them 
highly. 

Bhima went to Yudhishthira. “The huntsmen have told me they 
are hiding in a solidified lake,” 
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The Pandavas, led by Yudhishthira, hurried to the lake. Though 
tired, they did not pause to rest, but pushed on singlemindedly.' 

Hearing the noise of the advancing soldiers, Asvatthaman said to 
Duryodhana, “I hear them coming. We are leaving this place.” 

“Go, take cover,” Duryodhana said from his hiding place in the 
solidified waters. 

Led by Kripa, they left, sadly, and went to a distant place; 
where they sat under a banyan’s cool shade, full of anxiety, think¬ 
ing What will Duryodhana do? How will be survive? 

The Pandavas arrived at the iake and saw its enchanted waters. 
“He has.created the illusion of solidity with his magical powers, 
and is hiding inside the lake,” Yudhishthira told Krishna. “He 
thinks he is safe from mortal hands. But he shall not escape me!” 

“Use your own magical powers,” advised Krishna, “and destroy 
his.. Illusion breaks illusion.” 

Yudhishthira smiled and addressed the lake: “Why do you hide 
in these waters, Duryodhana, after all the Kauravas have been 
annihilated? To save your own skin? Fight us! Where is your pride 
and sense of honour? They speak of you as a hero —false, all false! 
You are a Kshatriya. Remember your birth, and fight! Kill us and 
rule the world, or sleep forever, killed by us. Doesn’t Brahma 
himself say fighting is a Kshatriya’s highest duty?” 

Duryodhana answered from within the waters: “Fear is every¬ 
where, Yudhishthira. But do not think fear of you brought me 
here. My chariot was smashed, my quivers empty, my drivers 

killed. I needed rest Neither fear, nor sorrow, nor the desire to 

save my life brought me here. I am tired. You are tired too. Let 
us all rest. Tomorrow let us fight.” 

“We have rested enough,” said Yudhishthira. “We have hunted 
long for you. Come out, Duryodhana, fight with us.” 

“All my brothers are dead,” said Duryodhana. “All dead, for 
whom I fought the war. The world is to me now like a widowed 

lady. I will fight you, when the need arises. Drona, Kama and 

Bhishma are dead. Enjoy the barren world—it is now yours. I 
have no interest in ruling without friends and allies. I will go to the 

woods and live there, dressed in deerskin. You have a world to 

yourself, a world without friends, horses, chariots, elephants, 
forts. Enjoy her.” 

You r^ve Jjke a madman,” Yudhishthira shouted. “Your 
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words do not touch my heart, as they did Shakuni’s. How gene¬ 
rous of you to make me a gift of the world now. I refuse to accept 

a gift. No Kshatriya accepts alms. I will fight you, and kill you, 
and then enjoy the world. It is typical of you to make a gift of 

that which no more belongs to you! You wronged us by taking 
away our kingdom, by plotting against us, and by insulting 
Draupadi. For all these reasons, you must die.” 

Duryodhana heard the bitter words of Yudhishthira, and breat¬ 
hed long, hot sighs. Gesticulating wildly with his arms, he ans- 

wered * 

“You have friends, chariots, animals. I am alone and weapon¬ 
less. How can I fight against an army? Fight me alone one by 
one. I am not afraid of any of you, not even of Knshna. Like the 
vear meeting all the seasons, I shall meet you in battle. Like the 
sun expunging the light of the stars at dawn I shall destroy you ; 
And my debt to Drona, Bhishma, Kama and others shall be paid. 
Yudhishthira said, “It is good you remember your duties as a 

Kshatriva Good that you wish to fight; good that you will fight 

5 a, one by one. Choose any among us for the first duel. 
You have the choice of weapons. And I prom.se you this: ,f you 
are able to kill any of the Pandava brothers, the kingdom w. 

be ‘ y i°c"oo a s 8 e a the mace I will fight on foot Let any among you 
who thinks he can kill me, step forward,” said Duryodhana. 

“Come out, Duryodhana,” shouted Yudhishthira, I will fight 

vou first And fight well; see that I do not kill you. 

y iinahip to bear the taunt, Duryodhana breathed heavily in the 

a - hole. Pushing as.de,he waters vk, early 

he rose with a rock-heavy go«^ 

Pandavas laughed and shook each other s a “ _ ^ hj b ’ 

glanced at them from the corners of his eyes, furrowed 

an “m'e"h as you like,” he said, -hr today you die.- 
His blood-drenched body trembled, like a mountain shaking ff 

“'•One 8 at a time” he challenged them. “And let the gods watch 
me fight single-handed, all of you. Let Yudhishth.ra decide if this 

iSa Was r ft g a 'fair fight when Ahhimanyu was killed?” exclaimed 
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Yudhishthira. “All of you knew your duties as Kshatriyas; why 
did many join hands to kill him? Dharma is easily forgotten in 
one’s own crisis. Put on your armour; tie your hair; and get ready 
for the duel.” 

Duryodhana put on gilded armour and a helmet of pure gold. 
Standing like a shining golden cliff, he said to them: “I am ready. 
Come, any of you!” 

Krishna whispered to Yudhishthira, “It was rash to promise 
him the kingdom if he defeats any of us. What will happen if he 
chooses you, Arjuna, Nakula or Sahadeva for the first duel? He 
practised with that mace on an iron statue for thirteen years Only 
Bhima’s a match for him. But Bhima has brute strength, and 
Duryodhana has cunning. Cunning always wins over strength It 
was foolish of you to gamble away our advantage now, just as you 
gambled everything away to Shakuni.” 

“I will fight and kill him,” said Bhima. “Mv mace is twice as 
heavy as his. Watch me!” 

He turned to Duryodhana, standing like the mountain Kailasa, 
with his mace uplifted and said: “Remember all your ill deeds 
now, Duryodhana. Remember Varanavata. Remember Draupadi 
dragged by her tresses during her period. Remember Yudhishthira 
deceived at dice. And prepare to die!” 

“You talk too much,” Duryodhana said. “Why stand still and 
shout? I am here. I am ready. Let us fight! And fight fair noble 
Bhima, or blame will attach to you. Don’t stand there bellowing 
like a dry autumn cloud.” 8 

The elephants trumpeted, and the horses neighed. 

With a great shout, Duryodhana rushed at Bhima. They met like 
two bulls clashing with their horns. The maces connected and 

sparks like fireflies beautified the sky. They tired quicklv, and rested 
briefly. 

Warily they rose, and struck at each other like two cats fighting 
over a scrap of meat. Bhima turned; he circled, advanced, backed 
away. He feinted, stood still, jumped. They both moved in a circle, 
as if playing a game. Then they suddenly rushed like elephants at 
each ether. As Bhima moved to the right of the mandala, Duryo- 
dhana struck him a glancing blow on one of his thighs. Bhima 
charged, like a lion against a wild elephant. Whirling his weapon, 
he dashed it against Duryodhana’s thigh. 
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Duryodhana collapsed,, but rose, supporting himself on his 
knees. Steadying himself, he lunged and hit Bhima on the forehead. 
Bh.ma did not move an inch, but stood mountain-firm. Blood 
trickled exquisitely down his temples. Quickly picking up his iron 
mace, he hit hard; Duryodhana trembled and fell like a giant sal 
tree uprooted in a storm. The Pandavas raised shouts of happi¬ 


ness. 

But he recovered consciousness, rose like an elephant from a 
lake, and struck Bhima fiercely on the chest, smashing the 


armour. 


They rested; and recommenced the duel. 

Duryodhana hit hard again and, thinking Bhima had lost 
consciousness, waited for him to recover. But Bhima rushed 
furiously at him. Duryodhana leapt up in the Ashvattharaan 
manoeuvre. But Bhima flung his mace with all his might; it hit 
Duryodhana’s thighs, and smashed them. Duryodhana fell. The 
earth reeled with the impact. 

Fierce winds and dust storms began to blow. Trees and moun¬ 
tains trembled, and thunder roared. Showers of blood fell from the 
sky. A terrible noise came from the earth’s bowels. Fearful head¬ 
less monsters with many arms and lees danced on the ground. 
Lakes and wells vomited blood; rivers flowed in reverse directions. 

The Pandavas shouted joyfully. Bhima stood above the fallen 
Duryodhana, and said: “You laughed at the disrobed Draupadi. 
You laughed and called us cows. Laugh now!” 

He kicked Duryodhana’s head. 

“Who’s a cow now? Who’s sesame seeds without kernels now?” 

He brandished his mace, and with his left foot kicked the pro¬ 
strate Duryodhana’s head. Not all the Pandava soldiers approved, 
but Bhima continued to dance and boast around the fallen body. 

“No, Bhima,” said Yudhishthira. “No kicking when he is down. 
He is king, he is your cousin. He has no friends, counsellors, or 
soldiers. He is finished. He deserves our pity.” 

Krishna’s brother, Balarama, who had watched the encounter, 
spoke up: 

“Shame on Bhima for hitting below the navel! This is not a fair 
fight!” 

He rose and rushed at Bhima as if to strike him down, but 
Krishna pinioned his arms behind his back. 
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“The Pandavas are our friends. They are the children of our 
father’s sister,” Krishna said softly. “Bhima is only keeping the 
vow he made’ in the presence of Draupadi. Besides, the sage 
' Maitreya cursed Duryodhana, declaring that his thighs would be 
broken. Calm yourself. The Kali Yuga is coming, the Age of 
Doom. Think of Bhima as one who kept his vow.” 

But Krishna’s fallacious logic could not convince Balararaa. 
“Duryodhana fought fairly. Bhima shall henceforth be known as a 
-crooked warrior.” He mounted his chariot and headed toward 
Dvaraka. 

Krishna turned to Yudhishthira. “You are acquainted with all 
the rules of dharma. Why did ypu allow Bhima to kick him?” 

“It pleased me as Mttle as it pleases you,” answered Yudhi¬ 
shthira. “This war does not please me. Nothing pleases me any 
more. But Bhima was thinking of our exile, the cruel words the 
Kurus had for us, and the way they cheated us at dice. So I did 
not interfere.” 

Bhima came and stood before Yudhishthira, his eyes expanding 
with joy, and paid his respects in the proper manner. 

“All the quarrels over, ali the thorns removed, the world is now 
ours to rule,” Bhima said. 

“The war is over, Duryodhana is helpless,” said Yudhishthira. 
“With Krishna’s help, we have won.” 

“Let us leave this place,” said Krishna to the assembled 
soldiers. “What use is there in waiting here? The immoral Duryo¬ 
dhana deserves no sympathy. Why waste breath on a broken piece 
of wood?” 

Duryodhana tried to rise, sat on his haunches, and looked 
bitterly at Krishna. He sat there like a poisonous snake without its 
tail. 

“You forget, Krishna, that I was struck down unfairly,” he said. 
“You were the one to hint to Bhima to smash my thighs. Do you 
think I did not notice Arjuna passing on your hint to Bhima? Be 
ashamed! Placing Shikhandin in front, you had Bhishma killed. 
You had an elephant killed, and you said Ashvatthaman was dead. 
Be ashamed, Krishna. And you had Kama cut down by Arjuna 
even as he tried to free his wheel from the ground. Did you think 
I did not know? My best kings have died because you stooped to 
the basest means to kill them.” 
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“And you, Duryodhana?” asked Krishna. “By what means was 
the boy Abhimanyu killed? You are reaping the results of your 
ill deeds. You never paid attention to the advice of the sages 
Brihaspati and Ushanas. You never paid respects to the old. 
Insatiable greed and ambition possesse Y°u- 

Duryodhana replied: “I have studied, 1 have made presents as 
laid down in the scriptures. I have governed my kmgdon, care- 
full, and. like a True Kshatriya. I have des,red death m battle. 

y ’ * u „ ,hn pods would envy have been mine. 

Eniovments such as even the gous ... . 

enjoyn mvself 9 I, my younger brothers, and my 

Who is so fortunate as mysen . i ■> ’ j 

an?e S are on our way to heaven. You, Krishna, must contmue to 

, ive in this unhappy world ” flowers fd , OQ Duryodhana > s head 

A rain o ragran gandharvas played soft music, 

even as he spoke these words. Thg , 0 Duryodhanal 

and the spirits of perfected sages ^ ^ ^ 

was one vast lapis 

Scented breezes blew on every siuc, 

la Tt°p?nda e vas looked at each other in shame. Bu, Krishna, in a 
The Pa .. “Thev were great chariot warriors. All 

drum-boomjng voice. said. " defeated .hem. Duryodhana could 
your bravery could not have ^ for ^ 

never have been beaten in a tair uy 

c in many ways on the battlefield. I( I 

used mv powers of maya m j j \ 

bea iuj f , won t he war. What s the use regret- 

hadn’t you would never have wou , . , 

ting that you defeated him unfairly? Deception s m order when the 
enemy’s stronger. The gods themselves are not above it-we have 
only followed their example. It .s evening, let us ret.re to our 

t£ Blowing their conches, they left, leaving Duryodhana alone near 
the lake’s edge. They went to the Kaurava camp first, and remov¬ 
ed the treasure: gold, silver, gems, pearls expensive ornaments, 

blankets and skins. They took away countless male and female 

slaves They rested a little before they left for Hastinapura with 

the inexhaustible wealth, performing the initial act of auspicious 

battle-purification on the banks of the sacred stream Oghavati. 
They sent Krishna in advance to meet Dhritarashtra, and asked 
him specially to console the helpless Gandhari, who had lost all 
her sons in the battle. 

Yudhishthira was greatly afraid and said to Krishna, Gandhari 
will reduce us to ashes with the strength of her curse. She is a lady 
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of great ascetic merit. Pacify her anger. You are the eternal refuge 
of the three worlds, you will know what reasons, subtle and simple, 
will comfort her.” 

The streets of Hastinapura resounded with the noise of his 
chariot wheels as Krishna entered. Alighting, he went straight to 
the palace, touched the feet of Dhritarashtra and Vyasa and 
silently greeted Gandhari. 

Holding Dhritarashtra’s hand, he sobbed softly for a while- 
then, as the conventions indicated, he washed his eyes and face 

with water. Speaking sweetly and fluently, he said to Dhrita- 
rasbtra: 

“Whatever there is to know of past and future, you already 
know. Time holds no secret frOm you. The Pandavas tried, for 
your sake, to stop the war and prevent the carnage.” 

He turned to Gandhari, “Excellent lady, there is none like you 
in the world. I remember the advice you gave your sons in the 
palace assembly, advice they did not follow. You warned Duryo- 
dhana then that victory would attend on dharma. Excellent lady 

Iurs 0 e r L h H S H at ! ende t dharma D ° DOt grieve - Do not desire t0 ’ 

curse and destroy the Pandavas.” 

hearirv^vn^ 011 ^ ,S trUC ' ^ Krishna,” replied Gandhari. “After 

hearing you, my heart is a little calmer. As for my husband, left 

without sons, you and the Pandavas will look after him—” 

her tLrcT-u her l0Ud wee P in S> and with her eye-bandage dried 
her tears.-Knshna continued to comfort her with many subtle and 
simple arguments. 

frounrl 8 !? 8 br0k J en *. h / s bod y covered with dust, Dutyodhana looked 
i H h • im ’^ s, 8hed like a snake. He straightened his dishevel- 

the lake ^ °° ked at ^anjaya, w1k) had hurried to see him near 

T , P aren ^ s > Sanjaya, that Bhima kicked me in the head as 

_ y helpless with smashed thighs,” he said. “Tell my parents I 

kin ° rme ^ tbC r * tUa * s ’ l°°l { ed after my servants, honoured my 
men , and was generous to all who deserved my affection. I 
quere many enemies and made many kings my vassals. I 
P H k Dbarma » Kama * and Wealth, studied the Vedas, and 
i° A ^ bnes ^ horses. Tell them there is none more fortunate than 
’ And tel1 Ashvatthaman never to put trust in the words of the 
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Pandavas, violators of dharma, doers of immoral deeds. I am now 
finished. I am a moneyless traveller on life’s road. I go now to 
join the illustrious Drona, Kama, Bhishma and other heroes in 
heaven.” 

Ashvatthaman, Kripa and Kritavarman, hearing of Duryo- 
dhana’s fall from messengers, took the swiftest horses and hurried 
to him They saw him prostrate, dust-covered and blood-drenched, 
like the sun fallen on earth, or the ocean dried by a great wind, 
or the full moon shrouded in mist. 

Ashvatthaman said to him, “You, laid low? Truly is it said 
that all things pass and nothing remains. A king who ruled the 
world, now doomed to die near a lonely lake!” 

Duryodhana wiped his eyes. “Death comes to all,” he said to 
them. “It is Brahma’s will. My time has come. But I fought well. 
I was a good Kshatriya. Do not grieve for me. You fought well 
and did your duties too.” 

Tears came to his eyes, and he stopped. 

Ashvatthaman squeezed his hand, and said hoarsly, “Listen to 
my vow! I swear by all my piety, by all the religions merits I have 
won, I swear by Truth itself to kill the Pandavas tonight. Give me 
leave, my lord, to do so.” 

Pleased, Duryodhana said to Kripa, “Bring me a clay pot filled 
with water.” 

When the pot was placed before him, “I install Ashvatthaman 
the new commander of the Kaurava forces,” he said. “The scrip¬ 
tures permit a Brahmin, who adopts Kshatriya ways, to fight.” 

The ceremony over, Ashvatthaman embraced Duryodhana, and 
quickly left. Duryodhana prepared to spend the fearful night there. 
The three heroes planned their counterattack as they made their 
way to the Pandava camp. 











































At sunset they reached a spot not far from the camp, and released 
some of their horses. They were in great fear. Secretly they entered 
a wood in the precincts of the camp. Hearing shouts, they thought 
the Pandavas had come to search for them, and they quickly fled 
eastwards. Hate, revenge, and thirst overpowered them; and they 
took shelter in a dense forest abounding with creepers. 

Birds and beasts crowded the forest. 

Everywhere were lakes lovely with blue lotuses. 

At a short distance was a gigantic banyan; 

Here they set their horses free. 

They cleaned and washed themselves, and said their evening 
prayers. 

The departing sun touched the Asta bills, 

Night came, the mother of the universe, 

The sky was a rich brocade decorated with stars. 

Night prowlers howled, day beasts slept. 

Under the banyan, heavy with sleep. 

Kritavarman, Kripa, and Ashvatthaman sat. 

The first two slept. 

The bare ground their luxurious bed. 

Anger kept Ashvatthaman awake. 

He breathed like a snake, never closing his eyes. 

He looked up and saw crows sleeping in the banyan. 

Thousands of them, each in separate peace. 

He saw a horrible owl suddenly appear, 

Green-eyed, red-feathered, large-beaked, and long-taloned; 
Crying softly, it swooped on the crows, 

Tearing wings, slicing necks and slashing legs. 

Killing hundreds of sleeping enemies. 

The ground became black with their bodies; 

And the owl was happy. 

‘ This owl teaches me something,” thought Ashvatthaman. For 
me to fight fair is to commit suicide. I will trick them! I remember 
the words of the ancient slokas: Strike the enemy when he's tired, 
wounded . eating, resting, or s/e< / j. Strike him at dead of night, 
when he's confused, and when he's teaderless." 

He woke his two comrades and explained his plan. They hesi- 
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tated, filled with shame. 

“Duryodhana is dead,” Ashvatthaman pleaded with them. 
“What have we left? If you know of any other plan, tell me.” 

Kripa replied, “Two forces govern man’s life, fate and charac¬ 
ter. When the two combine, there’s success. Some are able to seize 
the opportunity, some let it slip by. I, frankly, do not know what 
to do. A confused man should take another’s advice: he should go 
to intelligent friends. Let us ask Dhritarashtra, Gandhari and 
Vidura what we should do. Let us follow their advice —that is my 
advice. If then we fail, the fates are against us.” 

Ashvatthaman listened with sorrow and pain. “Different people 
reason differently,” he said. “Each thinks he reasons best. Each 
thinks himself more intelligent than his brother. Think as you 
like, tonight I will slaughter the sleeping Pandavas and their allies, 
the Panchalas. I shall have done my duty. Nothing will make me 
happier.” 

“I can see how revenge grips your heart,” said Kripa. “Not 
even Indra can dissuade you now from your task. Take off your 
armour, and sleep. In the morning I and Kritavarman will join 
you in your mission.” 

“How can I sleep?” asked Ashvatthaman, his eyes red with 
anger. “Can an angry man sleep? Can a man in the grip of lust 
sleep? Can a man hankering after money sleep? I will sleep, and 
sleep long and soundly, when my enemies are all killed.” 

He rose and began to yoke the horses to his chariot. They said, 
“Wait! what’s the hurry? We have promised to go with you 
tomorrow.” 

“I have vowed to kill Dhrishtadyumna. If he is weaponless when 
he dies,, he cannot attain the hero’s heaven,” explained Ashvat¬ 
thaman. “Let us go—and let us go now!” 

He galloped away in the direction of the enemy. The followed. 
They approached the Pandava camp like three glowing fires at a 
ritual sacrifice. 

Ashvatthaman stopped at the entrance, and they approached the 
camp on foot. 

Here they saw a giant horripilatory creature, 

Guarding the entrance. 

A bloody tiger skin round his loins dripped blood, 
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A black deer skin draped his upper body, 

A large snake was his sacred thread; 

His long arms brandished various weapons, 

His mouth blazed, yawning and dreadful, 

His face had thousands of eyes. 

Ashvatthaman fired divine weapons at him— 

He devoured them, like fire devouring water. 
Ashvatthaman hurled a fiery dart 
It splintered like a meteor against the sun. 

Ashvatthaman drew out a sky-blue sword, 

Like a blue-black snake emerging from its hole— 

He devoured it; it vanished like a mongoose in the ground. 
“Wonderful!” exclaimed Ashvatthaman. 

“I will take the help of Shiva, 

Who wears a garland of human skulls, ^ 

Who is called Hara, than whom is no god greater.” 
Ashvatthaman prayed: 

“I seek your protection, O Shiva, 

Shiva the Fierce, called Rudra, Ishvara, and Girisha, 
Boon-giving Shiva, Lord of the Universe, 

Blue-throated and three-eyed lord of Uma, 

Matted-haired Shiva who wanders in the funeral ghats, 
Carrying a skull-topped club. 

Glory to the great Shiva! 

Red-haired Destroyer of the Triple City, 

Unendurable, irresistible Shiva, 

Rider of the bull, wearer of the moon on his forehead. 

For you, Shiva, I pour my soul in this fire, 

I am the victim. 

Favour me, O lord!” 



Shiva appeared in person, smiling. “Krishna worshipped me 
often with truth, purity, penance, and devotion in thought, word, 
and deed. There is none dearer to me than Krishna. Till now I 
have protected the Panchalas in battle. Now Time afflicts them 
their lives have run out.” 

Handing his supplicant a brilliantly polished sword, he entered 
Ashvaithaman’s body. Filled with Shiva’s energy, Ashvatthaman 
blazed with glory. Accompanied by rakshasas and many invisible 
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helpers on his right and left, he strode towards the entrance of the 
Pandava camp. 

“I shall speed through the camp like Yama, god of death,” he 
said to Kritavarman and Kripa, who were waiting at the entrance. 
Fearless, he entered by a doorless section and, guided by signs, 
made his way to the quarters of Dhrishtadyumna. 

Weary with battle, the Panchala heroes were sleeping together 
in one large tent. Dhrishtadyumna lay alone on a silk bed sheet; 
fragrant flowers were scattered on his bed, and from one corner 
rose soft incense smoke. 

Ashvatthaman kicked him. He woke with a start and recognised 
his enemy. 

Ashvatthaman seized him by the hair, pulled him from his bed, 
and flung him down on the ground. Drowsy and afraid, Dhrishta- 
.dyumna struggled feebly. Ashvatthaman kicked him in the throat 
and chest; he moaned like an animal about to die. He clawed at 
Ashvatthaman with his nails. 

‘‘Kill me, kill me quickly,” he implored indistinctly, ‘‘but let me 
die weaponed. Let me die a hero’s death.” 

‘‘For those who kill their gurus, there is no heaven,” said 
Ashvatthaman, and continued to kick him in the groin and genitals 
till he died. 

His wives and guards heard his whimpering, and woke; they 
saw a strange creature kicking Dhristadyumna and were paralysed 
into silence, thinking a superhuman being was attacking their 
king. 

Ashvatthaman left the tent and mounted his chariot The women 
and the guards sent up a terrible clamour. He careened through the 
camp, killing wherever he went. Women screamed, and begged 
their lords to pursue the mysterious, destroying visitor. 

“Is he a rakshasa or a human being?” they said. “He has killed 
our king, and he does not leave the camp.” 

He slew the trembling and screaming warriors like animals in a 
giant sacrifice. Those who woke were stunned by the terrifying 
commotion; they looked fearfully at each other, and closed their 
eyes, thinking that a rakshasa was attacking them. 

He entered the tent of Shikhandin and cut him in two with a 
single sweep of the sword. 

The Panchala w'arriors saw visions of Night coming like Death, 
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a black form with bloody mouth and eyes, wearing crimson gar¬ 
lands and smeared with crimson paste, dressed in a single crimson 
cloth, carrying a noose; she was an old hag, chanting in a funereal 
voice, and dragging away men, horses, and elephants with her 
noose. 

Even as they woke, Ashvatthaman, like Time the Destroyer let 
loose, sliced off the feet of some and the thighs aud groins of 
others. The camp was soon littered with mangled and mutilated 
bodies Confused shouts —‘‘What’s this?”, ‘ Who’s here? - ’, “What's 
this noise?”, “Where is he?”—were heard. In his fury he slaughter¬ 
ed Panchala and Pandava soldiers in their armour, without giving 
them a chance to use their weapons. 

In the tumult, some rushed at each other; some ran wildly, kill¬ 
ing whoever came in their path. Deprived of reason, drowsy with 
sleep, blanketed by night, and driven by fate, they slew their own 
friends. The guards at the entrances fled. Cries and moans filled 
the camp. Those who escaped were slaughtered outside the en¬ 
trance by Kripa and Kritavarman, who then set fire to the camp 
in three places. Ashvatthaman raced through the blazing tents, 
sword in hand, hacking oflf heads and shoulders. 

A profound darkness settled on the camp. 

In the darkness came rakshasas and blood-thirsty creatures to 
gorge at the corpses. They were long-thighed creatures, with five 
feet; they had giant stomachs, stone-like teeth, red skins, and blue 
throats; they strutted on five feet and small bells jingled on their 
bodies. They danced on the field in ecstatic little groups, shouting, 
“Delicious!”, “Sweet!” They gulped the soft marrow, they gobbled 
blood, and ran naked over the field. 

When morning dawned, Ashvatthaman wished to leave the 
camp. He was drenched with blood, and the sword stuck so firmly 
in his hand that hand and sword seemed to be one. Kripa and 
Kritavarman congratulated him. “They are dead, all the Panchalas 
and the sons of Draupadi; even the Matsyas and Somakas have 
been slain. Let us go to Duryodhana with the happy news.” They 
found Duryodhana still prostrate and breathing heavily, almost on 
the point of death. He had begun to vomit blood; wolves and 
hyenas slunk round him. They wiped the blood from their faces 
with their hands, and cried, seeing him die slowly, alone and 
helpless. 
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“Duryodhana is laid low,” said Kripa. “Fate has humbled the 
commander of eleven akshauhinis. Once Brahmins hovered round 

him; now wolves and hyenas wait.” 

“If you are still alive, O Duryodhana, listen to me,” said 
Ashvatthaman, “for I bring you pleasant news Seven Pandavas 
still live against the three of us. The five brothers, Krishna, and 
Satyaki. The sons of Draupadi are dead, the children of Dhrishta- 
dyumna have been killed too. Swift has been our revenge the 
Pandavas are left with no children! I personally slew Dhristadyu- 
mna as I would an animal!” 

Duryodhana heard and said softly, “You have done what neither 
Bhishma, Kama, nor Drona could do. May you prosper, Ashvat¬ 
thaman! We will meet again in heaven.” 

He surrendered his life-breath; his body remained on the earth, 
and his life-essence ascended to heaven. They repeatedly embraced 
him, looking fixedly at him. 

Then they mounted their chariots and left. 

That night the driver of Dhrishtadyumna’s chariot brought news 
of the great carnage to Yudhishthira. 

Yudhishthira wept. “Frist we defeat them, then they destroy us. 
The losers win, the victors lose. Like careless merchants drowned 
in a stream after a safe ocean crossing. I grieve for Draupadi. All 
dead?” 

He hurried to the camp site, and saw his sons, friends, advisers 
fearfully mangled, dying or dead. 

Draupadi arrived there later, grief in her full lotus eyes like 
darkness in the sun. She looked once, and collapsed. Yudhishthira 
raised her up in his arms, and embraced her. She wept profusely. 

“Avenge them,” she said. “If you do not kill Ashvatthaman and 
his followers, I will not leave this camp.” 

“Ashvatthaman has fled to a forest," said Yudhishthira. 

“I have heard he was born with a gem on his head,” she said. 
“Kill him and bring me the gem to put on my head. 

They proceeded in chariots along the bank of the Ganga, till 
they came to a spot where the dark skinned and island-born Vyasa 
sat surrounded by a group of disciples. Among them they noticed 
Ashvatthaman, dressed in a garment of kusha grass, covered with 
dust and anointed with ghee. 

Bhima picked up his bow and rushed at him, shouting, He s 
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mine!” 

Thinking that the time of his death had come, Ashvatthaman 
summoned the mantra given to him by his father. In his left hand 
he held a blade of grass; he inspired it with the mantra; it changed 
into a dreadful divine weapon. He prayed, “May this weapon des¬ 
troy the Pandavas!,” and instantly an all-consuming fire sprang out 
of the blade of grass. 

But Bhirra, anticipating Ashvatthaman’s intentions, had already 
turned to Arjuna and said, “Shoot quickly the great anti-weapon 
given to you by Drona.” 

Arjuna jumped lightly from his chariot, with a fixed-atrow bow 
in his hand and whispered. “May this ami-weapon destroy Ashvat- 

thaman’s power.” . , 

The anti-weapon exploded in a ball of flame, even as Ashvat¬ 
thaman’s did. The sky resounded; thousands of meteors seemed to 
fall on the shaking earth. Trees, mountains, and lakes trembled. 

The two great sages, Narada and Vyasa, seeing the weapons 
about to destroy the three worlds, appeared between them and 

neutralised their destructiveness. 

“What are you doing?” they said. “The other heroes, now lying 
dead, also had special weapons, but never used them. Are you 
mad? Why do you use these terrible weapons upon human 

v • n»> 

Arjuna resolved to withdraw his. “But if I do, his will consume 
us,” he said, “so decide what you should do now. With great 

difficulty, he recalled his weapon. . 

Vyasa said to Ashvatthaman, “Neither anger nor desire to kill 
you made Arjuna shoot the weapon known as the Brahmastra. He 
did so in self-defence. Withdraw yours Let anger leave your 
heart, let the Pandavas live. Give them the gem on your head. 

Ashvatthaman said, “This gem means more to me than all the 
world’s wealth. This gem protects its wearer from all weapons, 
from disease and hunger. I would never part with it; but because 
you ask me to, here it is. Take it. But my deadly bla e o grass 
cannot be withdrawn. Once shot, it is shot for ever, and wi^ o its 
fierce work. It will enter the wombs of the Pandava ladies. 

“Very well then,” said Vyasa, “let the blade of grass enter their 
wombs. But restrain yourself. Let the fighting end. 

Krishna smilingly said to Ashvatthaman, “When Virata s 
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daughter Uttara became Arjuna’s daughter-in-law by marrying 
Abhimanyu, a Brahmin said to her, ‘A son called Parikshit will be 
born to her, when the Pandava line becomes extinct/ ” 

“Then may this blade of grass pierce Uttara’s womb and destroy 
the foetus which you, Krishna, are so eager to protect,” said 
Ashvatthaman. 

“Your weapon is deadly, and the foetus will die,” said Krishna. 
“But because you kill children, your punishment will be this—you 
will wander for three thousand years on the face of this earth, 
without a friend and without anyone to talk to. You will pass 
through many countries, a lonely man amid crowds of men. Your 
body will emit a foul stench of pus and blood, and you will hide in 
lonely forests and dark marshes. All the diseases that afflict men 
will afflict you in your wanderings over the earth.” 

Ashvatthaman gave his gem to the Pandavas, and hid himself 
in the forest. 

With Krishna, Vyasa and Narada at their head, they hurried to 
the camp and handed the gem over to Draupadi, who was engaged 
in her vow. 

Revenge was all that I wanted,” she said. “Let Yudhishthira 
wear the gem on his head.” 

To please Draupadi, Yudhishthira wore the gem, treating it as 
he would a gift from a guru. It shone on his head like the moon on 
top of a hill. 
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With the death of his hundred sons, Dhritarashtra lost all hope. 
He was speechless; he looked as desolate as a tree stripped of all 
its branches. 

Wise Sanjaya went to him and said, “Grief is futile. Sire. 
Eighteen akshauhinis have been slaughtered on the battlefield. The 
earth is empty The kings who joined your son’s army are dead. 
Only the funeral rites of your sons, grandsons, relatives and friends 
remain to be performed.” 

Without sons, advisers and friends, the powerful Raja Dhrita¬ 
rashtra collapsed: he toppled like a tree downed in a storm. 

“I have no kingdom left, no relatives left,” he said, “I have no 
sight. My radiance is all gone. I rejected the advice of friends, of 
Balarama, and the holy rishis Narada and Vyasa. Krishna in the 
assembly hall said sensibly to me, ‘Makepeace. Let your son possess 
the whole kingdom—grant just five villages to the Pandavas’. I 
was a fool. I did not listen, and so I now suffer. How I suffer! If 
it must be so, then let it be so. The Pandavas will witness my slow, 
last journey to the realm of Brahma.” 

Sanjaya heard the grief-stricken monarch and tried to console 
him. 

“Cast off grief, Sire. Time was when you could have decided im¬ 
partially. A hard task, but you had the chance. And you let it 
pass. Who doesn’t know that we should refrain from doing any¬ 
thing that will lead to regret and repentance? You were fond of 
your son, and you took his side. Now you feel remorse. But what 
use is grief? The man who is greedy for honey, without taking into 
account the fall from the tree—such a man is bound to regret and 
repent his action. Your tears, Sire, will not be approved by the 
experienced and wise—nor by the scriptures. Let your tears be¬ 
come sparks of fire—the funeral fire for the dead whom they 
pnourn. Control your grief with your strong sense. Steady yourself 
with your atman!” 

And Vidura gave the following nectar-sweet advice to Dhrita¬ 
rashtra: 

“Rise, Sire! Why are you lying supine on the floor? Only you can 
help yourself! 

What is created gets destroyed, 

What rises high, falls low. 
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Union brings separation. 

Life brings death. 

Both hero and coward are doomed to die. 

The duty of Kshatriyas is to fight. 

Those who don’t, at best postpone the end. 
There is no escape when the time comes. 

First, creatures are non-existent, 

Then they exist, 

After which they become non-existent again. 

Is this a cause for grief? 

Will grief take you to the dead? 

Grief will not make you die. 

What is the point then in grieving? 

This is the way the world is; 

Take it as it is. 

How will grieving help? 

Death hates none, and loves none. 

Death does not spare even the gods. 

Like a tearing wind that flattens grass blades, 
Death cuts through life. 

Life is a caravan whose destination is death. 
What does it matter whom death takes first? 

Do not grieve for the dead heroes: 

The scriptures have ordained heaven for them. 
They died facing their enemy: 

How can that be a cause for grief? 

For a Kshatriya death on the battlefield 
Is a sure entry to heaven. 

Thousands of mothers and thousands of fathers, 
Thousands of sons and thousands of wives! 
Whose mothers, whose fathers? 

All come and go. 

Whose are we? We come and g.». 

Thousands of sorrows every day, 

Thousands of fears every day— 

The wise ignore them, the ignorant suffer. 

Time hates none, and loves none, 

Time spares none. 

Time creates, and Time destroys, 

























Time is awake when all things sleep. 

Nothing endures but Time. 

Youth and good looks, life and health, 

Wealth and friendship—nothing stays. 

The wise man achieves serenity 
By overcoming both grief and joy. 

Whatever we crave, is ephemeral. 

The world is an all-too-transient plantain tree. 

The wise and the foolish, the rich and the poor, 
Stripped of flesh, bereft of craving, 

Perish on the same funeral pyre. 

After they become ashes, who can tell 

Who was rich, who poor, who ugly, who handsome? 

The body is like a house, say the wise: 

It decays. 

Only one thing is eternal. 

Just as a man takes off a new or old dress 
And puts on another, 

The atman puts off one body 
And takes on another. 

It is karma that brings joy or sorrow. 

Willing or unwilling, we live by our karma. 

Observe the potter shaping his pots: 

Some break on the wheel. 

Some crack after removed from the wheel, 

Some spoil when wet, some when dry, 

Some burst while being fired, 

Some after removal from the kiln. 

Some shatter in use . . . 

So some of us die in the womb, 

Some immediately after birth, 

Some a day later, 

Some a fortnight later, some a month. 

Some after one year, some after two, 

Some in youth, some in middle age, some old. 

Their karma determines it all. 

This is the way the world is— 

So what is the point in grieving? 

Swimmers dive, 
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then emerge from the water; 

So creatures sink into, 

and emerge from the stream of life.” 

“Show me a clear path through the dark thickets of dharma,’’ jm 
said Dhritarashtra. 

Vidura replied: “I namaskara the Self-Born One. Since you 
order me, I will begin. 

Excellent rishis say life is a jungle. Take a certain Brahmin. 
Wandering through life, he loses himself in a dense jungle filled 
with wild beasts. Lions and tigers, elephants and bears. . . Yelling 
and trumpeting and roaring. ... A dismal scene to frighten even 
the god of death Yama. 

The Brahmin is terror-stricken. He horripilates. His mind is a 
boundle of fears. He walks, fast; then he begins to run, helter- 
skelter; he looks right and left, hoping to find someone who will 
save him. But the fierce beasts—they are everywhere—the jungle 
echoes with their weird roaring—wherever he goes, they are there, 
ahead of him. 

He suddenly notices that the fearful forest in swathed in a 
massive net. In front of him, with open arms, is a horrendous- 
looking female. Also, five-headed snakes hiss at him—tall snakes, 
their hill-huge bodies slithering up to the sky. 

‘‘In the middle of the forest, unknown to the agitated Brahmin, 
is a well covered with grass and intertwining creepers. He falls in 
that well, and dangles there, clutched by a creeper, like a jackfruit 
ripe for plucking. He hangs there, feet up, head down. 

“Horror upon horror! In the bottom of the well he sees a 
monstrous snake. On the edge of the well is a huge elephant. A 
black elephant with six heads and twelve feet. A hulking beast 
hovering at the well’s mouth. And, buzzing in and out of the 
clutch of creepers, are giant, repulsive bees surrounding a honey¬ 
comb. They are trying to sip the deliciously sweet honey, the 
honey all creatures love, the honey whose real taste only children \ 
know. 

“The honey drips out of the comb, and the honey drops fall on 
the hanging Brahmin’s tongue. Helpless he dangles, relishing the 
honey drops. The more the drops fall, the greater the Brahmin's 
pleasure. But his thirst is not quenched. More! Still more! ‘I am 
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alive!’ he says. ‘I am enjoying life!’ 

“Even as he says this, black and white rats are biting at the 
roots of the creeper. Fears encircle him. Fear of the carnivores, 
fear of the fierce female, fear of the monstrous snake, fear of the 
giant elephant, fear of the rat-devoured creeper about to snap, 
fear of the large buzzing bees. ... In that flux and flow .of fear 
he dangles, hanging on to hope, surviving in the jungle of 
samsara. ...” 

Dhitrarashtra said, “How terrible! How pitiful! Tell me, finest of 
speakers, what makes this poor man cling so stubbornly to life? 
What makes him relish his hopeless condition? We must help him. 
We must have compassion and free him from his miserable 
state.” 

“Sire,” replied Vidura, ‘ the story of the man in the well is a 
metaphor used by the knowers of the truths of moksha in order to 
help a person achieve a transcending serenity. 

“The jungle is the universe, the dark area around the well is an 
individual life span. The wild beasts are Diseases. The fierce female 
is Decay, if the wise interpret rightly, and Decay destroys form 
and beauty. The well is the material world. 

“The huge snake at the bottom of the well is Kala, all-consu¬ 
ming Time, the ultimate and unquestioned annihilator. 

“The clutch of creeper from which the man dangles is the self¬ 
preserving life-instinct found in all creatures. 

“The six-headed elephant trampling the tree at the well’s mouth 
js the Year—six faces, six seasons; twelve feet, twelve months. 

“The rats nibbling at the creeper are Day and Nipht gnawing at 
fbe life-span of all creatures. 

“The bees are Desires. The drops of uuney are Pleasures that 
come from desires indulged. They are the rasa of kama, the juice 
of the senses in which all men drown. 

“This is the way the wise interpret the chakra of life; this is the 
vvay they escape the chakra of life.” 

The words of Vidura failed to revive Dhritarashtra. The death 
of his sons had induced in him a prolonged coma. Seeing him 
depressed and semiconscious, Vyasa, Vidura, Sanjaya and other 
vvell-wishers, including the servants and courtiers of the palace, 
Sprinkled cool water on his body, massaged him gently, and fanned 
jiim with palm leaves. Recovering his senses, he wept uncontrol- 
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ably. 

He ordered his chariot to be yoked, and said to Vidura: 
“Summon Queen Gandhari and all the Bharata ladies here. 
Summon Kunti and her ladies too.” 

He climbed into his chariot. 

Grief-striken Gandhari and Kunti, accompanied by the royal 
ladies, hurried to meet Dhritarashtra. Seeing him, they burst into 
loud moans. Vidura, deeply moved, tried his best to console them. 
He helped them into the waiting chariots and escorted them out of 
thecity. 


Lamentation emanated from every Kuru house; even the children 
wailed in sorrow. The ladies, so modest that even the gods were 
denied a glimpse of them, now were exposed to the stares of the 
common city folk. Their lbvely hair dishevelled, their ornaments 
discarded,-each dressed in a single drape of cloth, they moved out 
slowly in their grief. They streamed out of their white houses like 
a dappled herd of deer from mountain caves after the, death of 
their leader. Wave after wave of bereaved women scattered like 
confused fillies. Clutching each other’s hands, they wailed over the 
loss of their sons, brothers, and husbands. A scene resembling the 
end of a yuga! Screaming and sobbing and tripping, insane with 
grief, they did not know what they were doing. Women who earlier 
would blush with shame to appear even in front of other women, 
now felt no loss of modesty standing scantily dressed before their 
mothers-in-Iaw. 


Sadly, Raja Dhritarashtra emerged from the city gates with 
thousands of weeping women, and hurriedly proceeded to the 
battlefield. 

Two miles from the city, he met the three chariot heroes Kripa, 
Ashvatthaman, and Kritavarman. They said to him with tear- 
filled eyes: “Sire, your son did wonders on the battlefield. He is 
now in the realm of Indira. We are the only three chariot heroes 
in Duryodhana’s army to escape. The rest are dead ” Kripa 
continued, this time addressing grief-stricken Gandhari: “Your 
sons died like heroes on the battlefield. None begged for mercy. 
Let me tell you what we, led by Ashvatthaman, did to the 
Pandavas. When we learnt that Bhima had unfairly killed your son 
Duryodhana, we slipped into their camp and slaughtered the 
sleeping Pandavas. All the Panchalas have been killed by us. We 
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have killed all the sons of Drupada, and all the sons of Draupadi. 
Since the three of us are no match for the remaining Pandavas, 
we have run away. They are sure to hunt for us. We must leave 
quickly. VVe ask your permission to leave. Sire.” 

Continuing to look straight at Dhritarashtra, Kripa, Kritavar 
man and Ashvatthaman respectfully half circled round the king, 
and galloped off towards the bank of the Ganga. There they part¬ 
ed: Kripa went to Hastinapura, Kritavarman sought refuge in his 
own kingdom, and Ashvatthaman went to the ashrama of Vyasa. 
It was soon after this that the Pandavas tracked Ashvatthaman 
down as already narrated. 

News was brought to Yudhishthira that his uncle, Raja Dhrita¬ 
rashtra, had come out of Hastinapura with the palace ladies. 
Yudhishthira, mourning the death of the Pandava sons, went to 
meet Dhritarashtra, mourning the loss of his hundred Kaurava 
sons. Accompanying him were mahatma Krishna, Yuyudhana, and 
Yuyutsu. His four brothers, sorrow-stricken Draupadi and her 
Panchala lady-attendants came also. Near the banks of the Ganga, 
Yudhishthira saw the Bharata ladies bewailing their loss; they 
stood there, like a swarm of she-ospreys. 

They lifted their hands in grief; they screamed their sorrow; 
they surrounded Yudhishthira. 

Here he comes, 

The man of dharma, 

The king of truth and compassion, 

The slayer of brothers, gurus, sons, and friends! 

Brave one. 

Is your heart happy 

After killing Drona, Bhishma, and Jayadratha? 

Do you still want the kingdom 
Now that your brothers are dead. 

Now that Abhimanyu and Draupadi’s sons are dead? 

Yudhishthira ignored the wailing women, and touched the feet 
of his uncle, Raja Dhritarashtra. The other Pandavas did the 
same, one by one, introducing themselves by name. 

Reluctantly, Dhritarashtra embraced Yudhishthira, the eldest 
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son of Pandu. He renewed the fire of his anger for Bhima, 
fanned by the wind of his grief. 

Krishna pushed Bhima aside, and placed a life-size iron likeness 
of Bhima in the king’s embrace. (Krishna had guessed Dhritarash- 
tra’s intentions, and prepared for such an eventuality.) 

Enormously powerful, Dhritarashtra embraced the iron Bhima 
with the strength of ten thousand elephants, crushing it into frag¬ 
ments. The effort lacerated his chest; he vomited blood. Drenched 
with blood, he collapsed, like a parijata tree under the weight of 
its red flowers. 

Sanjaya helped him to rise, saying softly, “You should not do 
this, Sire.” 

His anger dissipated, Dhritarashtra began to weep, moaning, 
“Hai, Bhima! Hai, Bhima!” 

Krishna said, “There is no need to grieve, Dhritarashtra. You 
did not kill Bhima. It was an iron statue that you crushed. I push¬ 
ed Bhima away. How would killing Bhima have helped you? 
Would it have restored your sons to life?” 

Maids approached with water to wash the king. 

After the washing, Krishna said to Dhritarashtra: ‘ You have 
read the Vedas, you are versed in the shastras. You know the 
Puranas, you have studied the dharma of kings. You are wise. 
Why do you still harbour such anger and hate when you know 
that all that has happened is the result of your own fond weakness 
for your son?” 

Dhritarashtra heard the straight truth spoken by Krishna, and 
replied: “You are right, Krishna What you say is true. A father’s 
fondness made me blind to dharma. You did right in pushing 
Bhima away. Now, my anger and hate are stilled. I wish to em¬ 
brace Pandu’s second son. My own sons are dead: my happiness is 
now in the hands of the sons of Pandu.” 

The old monarch embraced Bhima and Arjuna, as well as 
Nakula and Safyadeva; he wept, and gave them his blessings. 

Instructed to do so by Dhritarashtra, the Pandavas, accompanied 
by Krishna, went to see Gandhari. Gandhari intended to curse 
Yudhishthira, when she held responsible for the death of her hun¬ 
dred sons. Vyasa divined her intention and, purifying himself in 
the fresh and holy waters of the Ganga, the great rishi arrived 
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there with the swiftness of thought. At the right moment he said 
to his daughter-in-law: 

“This is not the time to curse anyone. This is the time for 
forgiveness. Cast off anger, Gandhari. Cultivate the art of peace.” 

Gandhari replied, “I wish the Pandavas no harm. I do not want 
them to die. My heart is restless because all my sons are dead. I 
know it is my duty to cherish the Pandavas as much as Kunti 
does. But there is something that Bhima did, in Krishna’s very 
presence, that I cannot forget. The noble Bhima challenged Duryo- 
dhana to a mace combat. When he found that my son excelled 
him in every tactic, he struck him below the waist. This has rous¬ 
ed my anger. Why should a warrior violate the rules that maha¬ 
tmas have laid down for duels?” 

Frightened, Bhima looked at her and tried to'placate her. 

“Right or wrong,” he said, “I did what I did because I was 
afraid. I did it to save my own skin. Forgive me. No one could 
defeat your son in a fair duel. I did what I did because I had no 
choice. Duryodhana had earlier been unfair to us. What else could 
I do? Your son was the only Kaurava hero left. If he killed me, 
the kingdom would again slip out of our hands. I did what I had 
to do. You know how your son abused Draupadi in her period, 
when she was dressed in a single garment. 

Gandhari listened, and replied: “You praise my son’s military 
prowess highly. Surely he deserved a nobler death. I know that he 
did all that you say he did. But you-you drank Duhshasana’s 
blood on the battlefield! What can be more heinous than that? A 
grisly, gruesome, inhuman act, Bhima! Despicable! Utter y un¬ 
worthy of you!” 

Bhima replied, “It is immoral to drink the blood of a stranger, 
even more immoral to drink one’s own blood. One's brother is 
oneself. But listen to me, mother, and believe me when I say that 
the blood never went beyond my lips and teeth. Kama was witness 
to this. Only my hands were smeared with Duhshasana s blood. 
After the dice game I exploded in rage when Draupadi was rag 
ged by her hair. 1 still remember the words 1 uttered then, and the 
vow I made. If.I failed to keep my vow, I would have lost my 
Kshatriya honour. That is why I did what I did. Do not put ate 
blame on me. Realise that you failed to restrain your sons ow 
ca n all the fault be ours?” 
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Gandhari said, “You have killed all the hundred sons of this 
old man. My child, could you not have spared one son just one, 
one who had harmed you least of all? Could you not have left one 
prop for a blind husband and wife in their old age?'’ 

Saying this, Gandhari, still burning with anger, enquired, 
“Where is the king?” 

Yudhishthira, trembling, approached her with folded palms, and 
said softly: “Devi, I am Yudhishthira, who has cruelly killed your 
sons. I have caused all this carnage. I deserve your curse. Curse 
me! I have no desire for life, kingdom, or wealth. I have killed my 
friends. I have hated my friends and killed them. I am a fool. 

Yudhishthira said this aud stood in front of her, trembling in 
fear. 

Gandhari sighed, and kept silent. 

Well versed in dharma, the Queen of the Kauravas focused her 
eyes, from under the bandage that covered them, on Yudhish- 
thira’s toes as he bent to touch her feet. 

Blisters instantly appeared on his beautiful toe-nails. 

Arjuna noticed this, and quickly hid behind Krishna. The other 

andavas moved about restlessly. 

But Gandhari forgot her anger and spoke to them gently, like a 
mother. 

Kunti saw her sons after many years; she covered her face with 
her dress and wept. She touched their wounds and scars. She em¬ 
braced and hugged them, and wept again 

Draupadi wept too. She lay on the ground and wept piteously: 

Where have they all gone? O where has Abhimanyu gone? Why 
don’t they see me, why don’t they come to me? What will I do 
with a kingdom, I who have no children?” 

Kunti helped Draupadi to % rise, and both approached Gandhari. 

Gandhari said: “Daughter, do not grieve. Look, my grief is 
greater than yours. Time has brought cosmic chaos on us. It is all 
_ my fault. If you grieve, who will comfort me?” Where Gandhari 
stood was far from the battlefield, but she saw the slaughter of 
the Kurus with divine vision. The great rishi Vyasa had granted 
her such vision because she observed strict vows, practised severe 

\ 

penance, and always spoke the truth. 

She saw the field of battle, and she burst into loud lamentation 

She saw from far, but it all seemed so near. 
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Fearful scenes. 

Horripilating scenes. 

Hundreds of thousands of corpses, 

Scattered bones, blood-drenched hair. 

Headless bodies, bodiless heads, 

Blood of elephants and horses. 

Blood of chariot-heroes and others, 

Elephants trumpeting, horses neighing, 

Men and women screaming, 

Jackals and cranes and ravens and crows, 

Rakshasas devouring human flesh, 

Ospreyes and vultures and hyenas .... 

Raja Dhritarashtra, led by Vyasa, and Pandu’s sons, led by Yudhi- 
shthira, followed by Krishna and the Kuru ladies, went to the field 
of battle. 

They reached Kurukshetra. 

The ladies saw their dead brothers and sons and fathers and 
husbands stretched on the ground, eaten by wolves and ravens, 
and blood-surking spirits and rakshasas and other night-creatures. 
They screamed, and descended from their chariots. 

They saw sights they had never seen before; some felt sick, some 
fell down in a faint, some lost their senses. 

Gandhari heard the screams and wails of the terrified ladies; she 
was filled with piteous grief, she turned to lotus-eyed Krishna and 
said: 

“Lotus-eyed Krishna, 

Look at my daughters-in-law! 

Listen to their piteous cries! 

See them running in confusion! 

See them searching for husbands and sons! 

The heroes who slept on perfumed beds 
Now sleep forever on the hard ground. 

Vultures and wolves are now their ornaments. 

Their shining swords and maces lie 
Beside them, bright as life! 

Some are embracing their maces 

As if they were sleeping with their wives. 
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Some, encased in armour, stand upright, 

Unmolested by beasts of prey 
Who think they are still living. 

Wolves drag away the gold neck-chains, 

Jackals tug at the golden garlands. 

O Krishna, 

Look at the pale faces of the ladies 
Surrounding their lords like wilted lotuses! 

Look at the ladies, senseless with grief, 

Placing head on trunk, 

Saying, ‘No, not this’, and wailing. 

Some unite arms and thighs and feet, 

And moan, and weep, and moan. 

Some see their lords’ bodies devoured 
And cannot recognize them. 

What can be more terrible for me, Krishna, 

Than to see my ladies, my daughters-in-law, 

Suffering thus? 

Oh, what heinous karma must be mine 

That I should see sons, grandsons, and brothers 

Slaughtered by their enemies!” 

As she was saying this to Krishna, Gandhari’s eyes fell on her 
dead son Duryodhana, smeared with blood. 

She embraced him, and said: ‘‘Hai, my son! Hai, my son!” Her 
tears drenched his garlanded shoulders. 

She collapsed with grief. She recovered, and put all the blame 
on Krishna. 

Gandhari said to Krishna! 

The P&ndavas and Kauravas are all dead. 

Why did you allow this, Krishna? 

O Krisnna, you could have stopped the war. 

You had the tongue, you had the power. 

Because you did not, 

I curse you, Krishna! 

By the merit I have as a dutiful wife, 

I curse you, Krishna! 

Wielder of the discus and mace, 
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I curse you! 

Thirty-six years from now, 

You will slaughter your kinsmen as my sons did theirs, 

As the Pandavas did. Having slaughtered them, 

You will wander in shame and die disgustfully. 

And the ladies of your race will weep 
As the Bharata ladies are weeping now.” 

Mahatma Krishna heard the words of Gandhari, smiled gently, 
and said to her: “No one in the world but I can destroy the 
Vrishni race. Of this I am sure. By cursing me, you are helping to 
accomplish my plan. Neither gods nor anti-gods can kill the Vrishni 
race.” 

Krishna added, “Rise, Gandhari, do not grieve. It is your fault 
that all this happened. Your son Duryodhana was wicked-minded 
and arrogant. Why do you want to transfer blame on me? A Brah¬ 
min mother has children who continue the sacred rites; a cow 
produces offspring to bear the yoke; the mare has her young to 
become race horses; the Shudra woman has children who learn 
how to serve others; the Vaishya mother conceives to add to 
cattle-owners—and a queen like you has sons who die on the 
battlefield.” 

Gandhari listened to the unpleasant words of Krishna. Her heart 
throbbed with anger, but she kept silent. 

Dhritarashtra said, “It is time to cremate, with proper rituals, the 
bodies of the dead, both friendly and hostile. Tell me, Yudhish- 
thira, will the vulture-eaten dead attain the same heavenly region 
as the others?” 

Yudhishthira summoned the prie9t of the Kauravas, Sudharman, 
and the priest of the Pandavas, Dhaumya, together with Sanjaya, 
Vidura, and Yuyutsu, and said: “Make preparation for a mass 
funeral, where thousands can be cremated, and see that nobody is 
denied the proper rites.” 

Vidura, Sanjaya, Sudharman, Dhaumya and others procured 
sandal, aloe and other wood. They collected ghee, oil, and per¬ 
fumes. They gathered silken robes, wood of smashed chariots, and 
broken weapons. 

Massive funeral pyres were lit, and the dead quickly cremated, 
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but with the proper rites. 

After the cremation, Yudhishthira placed Raja Dhritarashtra at 
the head and went with his followers to the Ganga At the banks 
of the holy Ganga, they divested themselves of their ornaments, 
upper garments, belts and girdles. The'Kuru ladies performed the 
last water rituals. 

Kunti, in spontaneous grief, said softly to her sons: 

“That great hero and archer. 

The leader of chariot-formations. 

The warrior whom Arjuna killed, 

Who you thought was Radha’s son, 

Who fought all of you so bravely. 

Who shone as Duryodhana’s commander, 

Whose energy was unequalled. 

Who preferred honour to life, 

The truth-based warrior who never tired— 

He was your eldest brother, he Was Kama, 

He was my son, 

His father was the sun god Surya, 

He was born in Datural armour, 

His splendour was the splendour of the sun.” 
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The noble Pandavas offered water oblations to all their friends 
and kinsmen, and passed the period of mourning impurity, which 
lasted a month, on the banks of the sacred Ganga. Many holy 
arten visited them there, among them Vyasa, Narada, and Krishna, 
accompanied by their pupils. Yudhishthira preferred the required 
homage, and seated them on luxurious carpets; they gave him 

W ^TL 0 f e C n 0 the f 0 r earth d h now inmy hands,” said Yudhishthira. “I 
h avl won i! with the advice ofKriehna, with the help of Bhima 
and Arjuna, wi.h the prayers oflhousapds of Brahmin. Bat grief 
fits heavy on my heart. Abhimanyn dead, the sons of Prasad. 

J , 3d What will Sobhadra, mother of Abhimanyu, say? What 

“ hi the people of Dvaraka say to Krishna? Another grief oppres- 
^es me deeply. Kunti never told us Karna was our uterine brothe , 

^ m tr» hin secret Only when he died did she tell us. Had Ar 
•ana and Karna both been on my side, I could have challenged 
&a himself! Even when Karna spoke harshly to us m .he- 
palace assembly room, my anger copied when my eyes feU by 
chance on his feet. They were our mother Kunti s feet. I thought 
bard at the time; I thought, how could there be such a close resem¬ 
blance unless . . . But it never occurred to me, I never guessed 
The truth. Why didn’t the earth swallow my chariot? Who cursed 

rny brother to die at our hands? . , „ w 

Turning to Arjuna, and sighing deeply he continued, We 
.bould never have returned from our exile, Arjuna! We have squ- 
a bbled like a pack of dogs over a piece of meat, and we have 
ton-and the meat has lost its savour. The meat is thrown aside, 
the dogs have forgotten it. Not for mountains of gold, not for all 
tb e horses and cattle of the world should we have killed the 
Kauravas But they are dead. We have killed them. The blame is 
for ever ours. It is best that I go to the woods, adopUhe habit of 
silence, and tread the path of the wise and holy ones. 

Arjuna ran his tongue over his lips, but smiled, and said, It is 
painful, it is sad to see you like this, elder brother. But the scrip- 
tures are clear on one thing: the wealth a Kshatriya king snatches 
from others becomes his. Have you ever seen wealth earned with¬ 
out someone exploited, without someone hurt and suffering? The 
earth is now yours. Perform the necessary sacrifices and purify 
yourself, and then live to enjoy what belongs rightfully to you.” 
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“Listen to me carefully, Arjuna,” said Yudhishthira, “listen with 
your entire conscience. Then you will understand. I cannot do 
what you say. I must follow the path of the virtuous, giving up all 
worldly pleasures. I will sit in the forest, enduring cold wind, and 
^tl^ and exhaustion as is recommended in the 

of animak h' y u W ‘ ,1StCn ° n,y t0 bappy bird son 8 and the cries 
fore mT ’ ^ 5® the fragrant air, and see life grow slowly be- 

arm I wm ?' *i -r be Sefene in ever y thin g- If a person cuts off my 
other arm SI ?' anotber smears scented sandal paste on my 
the wind r’ r ..^ j|, < . sraile to °- I will have no ties, no bondage; like 

reme 'happiness. ^ ^ *" SUCh freedom a,one wil1 1 

tures 'wha^ errUPt u d ’ ^ IS ls ad ld;e a fool's prattling of the scrip- 
houMe?,h T 'S' POi ”* g ° ine to «™ r if "o» you refuse 

If. h A 0fViC,Or,? What Was the p° int in hilling the 
our effort 6 3 known *his was going to be the outcome of 
Kshatriva ^ WOUld never have gone to war. Do you think a 
ahimsa? Ifm 0k '°b“ l Iav e ° f for8iveness - compassion, pity and 
tains and t ^ ln renunc,atl on of human duties, moun- 

duties; thev //nV —“ * ** th ® firSt f ° get moksha! Th ey have no 

on earth! Why even the ^ ^ m ° St Ce!ibate things 

Look the th h wouId § et moksha before we do! 

How can es™ ' m ° Ves because duties are performed all the time. 

Yudhishth' P1 ^. fr ° m hlS dUties bring a man happiness?” 

tiJzaz'sg™?**- \ rtcr his brotbm had Mp,ain ' d 

Draupadi looker! cr / ptUres t0 hlm > the farge-eyed, Jovely-hipped 
brothers crv th ge ° f y at bim and Said these sweet words: “Your 
bu t you do e “ Seyes hoarSe h^e little sparrows, my husband, 
near Lake rwt 'T** t0 them> Do you remem ber you told them 
Bet WheD WC Were passing the terra of our exi,e - to 

suddenly, m yc** 0 "/ ° dban * ? . Why have you chan § ed 
eunuch hav Ca a fish breed m a waterless ditch? Can a 

Ynl^l- hl dre " 7 Can a wsa,;li “S be a Kshatriya?” 

and desire fa,™ °??,‘ d at Bhima ' “ Power - fol| y. pride, ambition, 
wanting thp , WOr d y Possessions—these are the reasons for your 

and learn t k 'l® ° m ’ < ~* ,ve up desire, control your ambition- 

other men °v, 6 appy ‘ ^ ven a k ' n & has only one stomach, like 
other men-how much can be gorge’’ 
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“Is there an end to desire? 

A day will not fill it, nor a month, 

A whole life will not quench the demands of desire. 

Feed fire with fuel —it blazes up; 

Take fuel away from it—it is extinguished. 

Discipline the fire in your stomach, Bhima. 

Rule your stomach before your rule kingdoms. 

Remember the story of the holy Janaka?— 

‘Having nothing, I am rich! 

If my kingdom burns down, I am still rich!’ 

The wise man sees, as if from a hill top. 

Thousands caught in the grip of desire, 

Thousands mourning without cause to mourn, 

Thousands on the ignorant plain below.” 

“You grieve to the point of distraction,” said Vyasa. 

“This grief is pointless. 

What is born, dies; what’s united, divides. 

Destiny rules us all. 

Like bubbles on a stream, things come and go. 

Friends do not bring joy, nor enemies misery; 

Wisdom does not bring wealth, nor wealth happiness. 

Destiny rules us all. 

You are a Kshatriya, Yudhishthira— 

You are not made to sit idle. 

Work!” 

Seeing Yudhishthira still silent, Arjuna looked at Krishna. 
Krishna took Yudhisthira’s hand—fragrant with sandal and look- 
like a marble column — in his, and said, the words issuing 
c v/ee tly from his lotus face, “Do not let grief destroy you, 
yudhishthira. The Kshatriyas who have died will not return — 
they are like dreams that vanish on waking. They fell facing the 
enemy. None was cut down in retreat, none had wounds in the 
back. They are now in heaven, and deserve better than your 

“He is right,” said Vyasa. “Perform the horse sacrifice as an 
£ Xpiation, if you must. Be freed of all your wrongs, and rule the 
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kingdom happily. Expiation is needed if a man neglects his 
duties and acts deceitfully, if he gets up from bed after sunrise 
and goes to bed at sunset, if he has decaying nails and foul teeth, 
if his younger brother marries first, if he kills a Brahmin, spreads j 
malicious gossip, gives away a younger sister in marriage before ^ v 
he does an elder, teaches the scriptures to a person who is unwor- ^ 
thy of learning them or refuses to teach them to a person worthy 
of learning them, sells meat, sells sacred knowledge, kills a guru 
or a woman, kills an animal for a non-sacrificial purpose, sets 
fire to a dwelling house, defies the advice of his guru, and breaks 
a solemn promise. Many other things too should not be done. 
One’s own dharma should not be given up, another’s dharma should 
not be taken on; forbidden food should not be eaten; a fugitive 
who seeks shelter should not be betrayed; servants should not be 
maltreated; and a woman who offers herself, wishing to be a 
mother, should not be refused; a Brahmin should not be insulted, 
and the payment of dakshitia should never be forgotten. Certain 
acts, though wrong, do not stain the doer. If a Brahimin takes up 
arms against you, you may kill him without suffering the stain of 
Brahmin-slaughter. If a pupil has intercourse with a guru s 
wife at the guru’s command, he is not stained. A lie is in order if 
it saves one’s own life or another’s, if it is for sake of one s guru, 
for the sake of gratifying a woman, or arranging a marriage. Wet 
dreams do not affect the vow of a brahmachari.” 

c What Vyasa says is entirely right,” said Krishna. The 
stubbornness of your sorrow is appalling. Like autumn worship¬ 
pers begging the divinity for favours, we beg you to give it up. 

Yudhishthira rose for the good of the world, and laid aside his 
grief and anxiety. He mounted a new white chariot covered with 
rugs and deer-skins, and pulled by sixteen white sanctified bulfocks. 

As poets and minstrels chanted his praises, he sat down, like the 
moon-god in his nectarine ten-horsed vehicle. Bhima held the reins; 
Arjuna steadied a white, shining umbrella, a star-studded cloud, 
over his head; Nakula and Sahadeva fanned him with two large 
white gem-embroidered yak tails. The five brothers in the chariot ' 
looked like the five elements riding the world. 

Teeming crowds spilled into the open to welcome the brothers 
as they entered the city gates, making the squares and streets as 
lovely as ocean waters at moonrise. The houses on the sides, 
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loaded with ornamented ladies, seemed to shake. Drums and 
conches sounded triumphantly. 

Even as the Brahmins in the procession fell silent, a friend 
of Duryodhana, a rakshasa named Charvaka, disguised as a 
Brahmin mendicant, addressed the king. He stood proudly in the 
midst of thousands of austere Brahmins eager to bless the new 
king, a fearless tuft of hair in the middle of the street, in one hand 
bis rosary, and in the other his trident staff. 

“I speak for many Brahmins,” he declared, “and I say, ‘Shame 
on you, Yudhishthira! Shame on you for killing your kinsmen!’ 
What have you gained by destroying your race? Better that you 
should commit suicide, having slain your elders and gurus, than 

Jive and rule.” . 

A loud murmuring arose from the Brahmins; it suddenly 

subsided, and they fell silent, filled with shame and fear. 

“I accept the guilt, O noble Brahmin,” remarked Yudhishthira, 
“and I beg to be patient with me. Do not shame me too much. 
I promise you I shall soon lay down my life. 

“No'’ shouted the other Brahmins. “We have nothing to do 
with him. Glory to you, O king! May you prosper!” Seeing 
through bis disguise, they said, “This man is Charvaka, wishing 
his friend Duryodhana’s welfare. We have said nothing of the 
sort! Glory to you, O king! May you prosper!” 

Angered, the Brahmins looked at Charvaka, and uttered, 
*‘//w«!” The syllable slew him where he stood. Then they intoned 
their benedictions on Yudhishthira, who accepted the honour, 
-j'hey were paid the necessary respects, and they left. 

■yudhishthira sat, facing the east, on a golden throne. On two 
other seats, facing him, were the excellent heroes, Satyaki and 
^rishna. On either side sat Bhima and Arjunaon two gem-encrus¬ 
ted seats. On gold-lined ivory seats were Nakula and Sahadeva. 
yuyutsu, Sanjaya and Gandhari sat around Dhritarashtra. Dhri- 
tarashtra touched the white flowers, svastikas, various vessels, 
earth, gold, silver and precious stones placed in front of him. 
One by one, the subjects, led by priests, filed past Yudhishthira, 
bfioging him gifts and offerings. Golden jars filled with water, 
copper and silver vessels, earthen pots, flowers, fried paddy, 
fcusha grass, cow’s milk, and holy fuel, honey, ghee, and gold- 
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ornamented conches were brought as part of the preparation for 
the ritual. On Krishna’s instructions, the priest Dhaumya built an 
altar inclined slightly to the east and north. Asking Yudhishthira 
and Draupadi to sit on the excellent tiger-skin seat called the sarva- 
tabhadra, he began to chant the mantras as he poured libations of 
ghee in the holy fire. He rose, and poured water from the sanctified 
conch on the head of Yudhishthira. Krishna instructed Dhritarash- 
tra to do the same on behalf of the subjects. 

After the coronation ritual, Yudhishthira ordered the perfor¬ 
mance of funeral rites for all who died in the war. When the 
sraddha finished, he dismissed his subjects. The Pandavas retired 
to rest: Bhima went to the palace of Duryodhana, and Arjuna, at 
Yudhishthira’s orders, occupied Duhshasana’s palace; Nakula took 
the palace of Durmarshana, and Sahadeva retired to Durmukha’s. 
All the palaces had the softest beds, the loveliest ladies, with eyes 
like lotus petals, and fine food and wine. The brothers pas¬ 
sed the night in great happiness, and in the morning, refreshed, 
they appeared before Yudhishthira. 

Yudhishthira went with them with folded palms to Krishna of 
the blue-cloud skin, who sat on a large gold-and-gem throne, 
dressed in yellow silk and glittering with many ornaments. On 
his chest shone Vishnu’s thirteeajewelled gem, the Kaushtubha, 
obtained from the churning of the ocean. No metaphor in the 
three worlds would do justice to his resplendence on that occasion. 

With a gentle smile, Yudhishthira asked, “Was your night 
happy, o Krishna, divine lord, refuge of the three words?’’ 

Krishna, rapt in meditation, did not answer. 

Again Yudhishthira said, “You are as steady as a rock or a 
windless lamp-flame. I bow to you, O Krishna, foremost of 
mortals and dispeller of doubts.’’ 

Krishna smiled gently and said, “I see Bhishma lying on a bed on 
arrows, like a flame about to be snuffed out. He is thinking of me. 
Go to him, Yudhishthira: ask him questions on Artha, Dharma, 
Kama and Moksha, on the rituals and duties recommended for 
the four castes, on the four divisions of life itself, and on the 
nature of royal duties. For when Bhishma dies, the fountain of all 
knowledge will disappear from the world. Go now: go quickly.” 

‘‘Gladly, if you accompany us,” said Yudhishthira. 

Krishna turned quickly to Satyaki and ordered his chariot to 
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be got ready. Moon-gems and sun-gems glittering on it, the wind- 
swift, gold-wheeled chariot was brought; the two excellent steeds, 
Sugriva and Shaivya, pulled it; it flew the beautiful banner of 
Garuda, king of birds, and multi-coloured pennants waved on 
both sides of its charioteer. 

They came to where Bhishma lay on the bed of arrows, surround¬ 
ed by hosts of ascetics, like Indra by the lesser gods. 

They greeted him respectfully and sat down around him. 

Sadly Krishna asked, “Is your vision as clear as ever, O eloqu- 
ent Bhishma? Or does the pain from the arrows shoot through 
your body into your mind? Your father, the royal Shantanu, 
obtained for you the favour even I do not have-that you should 
die only when you will your own death. Who else but you is 
competent to instruct the gods on the mysteries of the past, pres¬ 
“I give you greetings, Krishna, replied Bhishma, but my mind 
is in deep pain. These arrows, like fire or poison, cloud my vision. 
My limbs seem to fail me, and I can hardly speak clearly Who is 
there greater than you to discourse on the mysteries of life? How 
shall a pupil like me dare to teach in the presence of a guru like 

you?” 

The thousand-rayed sun sank slowly in the west. The ascetics 
and sages saluted Krishna, Bhishma and Yudhishthira, who bowed 
in return; and when the holy men left, saying, We will come again 
tomorrow,” Krishna and the Pandavas left into their chariots. 

Krishna slept peacefully that night and, waking before dawn, 
he looked at himself in a clean mirror. Then he summoned 
Satyaki and said, “Find out if Yudhishthira is dressed for visiting 
Bhishma.” 

“I am ready,” said Yudhishthira to Satyaki. “But today we 
shall go alone, without the soldiers. It is not my desire to disturb 
in any way. When profound words are spoken, the audience 
should be small.” 

Again they hurried to the spot, and Yudhishthira looked fear¬ 
fully at the fallen hero, lying on the ground like the sun fallen 
from the sky. 

“Was your night happy, noble Bhishma?” enquired Krishna. 
“Is your mind calm, your vision clear?” 

“All burning, weakness, fever, worry and pain left me last 
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night, thanks to you,” replied Bhishma. “I see the past, present 
and future as clearly before me as a fruit in my hands.” 

“Know then that I am the root of fame and virtue,” said 
Krishna. “All things, whether good or bad, proceed from my 
power, as moonlight proceeds from the cool moon. Who can add 
to my fame? None. Therefore, O Bhishma, I tell you that what¬ 
ever you say to the enquiring Pandavas will be held by mortals to 
be as sacred as the words of the scriptures.” 

“I will speak on the nature of duty,” said Bhishma. “Ask me 
questions on dharma.” 

“Yudhishthira is afraid you will curse him,” said Krishna. “He 
feels guilty for the war. He ordered the killing of his own kins¬ 
men.” 

“Let him approach without fear,” said Bhishma. “It is a Kshat- 
riya’s duty to fight in a just war, and to kill kinsmen if they chal¬ 
lenge him unjustly.” 

Yudhishthira gently approached Bhishma, and quickly touched 
his feet. 

“Sit down, Yudhishthira,” said Bhishma. “And feel free to ques¬ 
tion me as you like.” 

“People who know say that royal duties are the highest of all 
duties. What do they mean?” asked Yudhishthira. “What do duties 
mean?” 

“Let us talk of duties then .... The highest duty of a king is 
never to lose heart, never to despond if things go wrong,” said 
Bhishma. “Truth is a king’s highest duty. The king who is devoted 
to Truth needs devotion to nothing else. Let no king joke with his 
servants, for look what happens with too much familiarity with 
inferiors: they lie and steal, they make love to the female guards 
in the king’s presence, they even try to dress like him; they are 
evasive in front of him, and they gossip about him behind his back. 
They play with a king, as with a bird tied to a string. This is the 
result of royal mildness .... 

“The welfare of his subjects should be bis constant concern. 
Doesn’t Manu the lawgiver say: ‘Avoid these six as you would a 
boat with a leak: a guru who doesn’t speak, a priest who hasn’t 
studied the scriptures, a king who neglects his subjects, a loud¬ 
mouthed wife, a cowherd who sticks to the village, and a barber 
who roams in the woods.’ 
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“And a king should work; he should work all the time! Doesn’t 
Brihaspati, the father of the gods, say: ‘With work is nectar 
brought forth, with work are anti-gods destroyed, with work Indra 
rules his heaven.’ What’s an intelligent king without work?—noth¬ 
ing better than a snake without poison. Let no king relax vigilance. 
The weakest enemy needs watching. A spark produces a forest fire, 
a drop of poison kills a man.” 

With folded palms and deep concentration, \ udhishthira asked 
again, “What are the duties of the four castes?” 

Bhishma replied, “Controlling anger, truthfulness, justice, for¬ 
giveness, having lawful children, purity, avoidance of quarrels, 
simplicity, looking after dependants are the nine duties common to 

the four castes. 

“But a Brahmin's chief duty is to cultivate self-restraint, a Ksha- 
triya’s to protect the people, a Vaishya’s to make gifts and acquire 
wealth by honest means, and a Shudra’s to serve the first three 
castes in return for which he is maintained by them, and receives 
old umbrellas, turbans, beds, seats, shoes and hand fans A Shudra 
has no wealth of his own: whatever he has belongs to his master. 
But it does not follow that the gods turn down the offerings of a 
Shudra What is given with devotion is always accepted-devo¬ 
tion is" required for all four castes. No duty is possible without 

devotion. . . , , 

“I warn you, Yudhishthira, that it is not easy to know what 

one’s duties are. They are not always clear. Wrong opinions 
prevail mistaken conclusions are arrived at, and people follow 
systems whose founders themselves are confused on the real nature 

of duties.” 

“What about duties relating to the actual government of a king¬ 
dom?” asked Yudhishthira. 

“Most important of all is to get the king crowned and installed. 
Where anarchy prevails, robbers step in, and dharma goes out. 
Nothing is more pathetic than a kingdom torn by strife.” 

“Supposing robbery is rampant and the castes get intermixed as 
a result of confusion in the kingdom, and Kshatriyas are help¬ 
less .... Supposing a ruler is able to restore order by punishing 
severely .... Would the scriptures justify such a ruler? Should 
non-Kshatriyas ever take up arms?” asked Yudhishthira. 

“Why should considerations of Shudra, Vaishya or Brahmin in- 
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terfere with tiding over a crisis?” replied Bhishma. “Any man who 
plucks drowning people out of swirling waters deserves the highest 
regard. What good is a bull that doesn’t carry a load? a cow that 
doesn t give milk? a wife who’s barren? What good is a king who 
can t ensure law and order? He’s a wooden elephant, a leather 
eer, a moneyless merchant, a dry field, an ignorant Brahmin, a 
rainless cloud. Give me the ruler who knows how to reward the 
good and punish the wicked.” 

How should a ruler desirous of victory conduct war without 
offending dharma?” asked Yudhishthira. 

' s J ust ified employing either of two kinds of wisdom — 
S j 31 ® * an< ^ cro °ked,” answered Bhishma, “straight when he him- 
. ^j 3C ^’ cro °ked if others attack first. Set a thief to catch a 
thief; deceit’s a good medicine for deceit.” 

The performance of duty is a long process and has many as- 
, sa '^ Yudhishthira. “What duties are best? What acts bring 

“TI? • merit both in this and the next life?” 

,, e highest duty is respect accorded to mother, father and 
guru, replied Bhishma. “What they command is duty. What they 
° n ..y s n y* They are the three worlds, they are the three modes 
o i e, tiey are the three sacred fires. One teacher is greater than 
en earne Brahmins, one professor is greater than ten teachers, 
an a at er is greater than ten professors. But a mother is greater 
an ten fathers, greater than the world itself. And if you ask my 
opinion, a guru is greater even than mother and father. They only 
cr ?l e °? e S boc ^’ hut he guides the precious, imperishable soul.” 

‘ f yl anC * ^ Se h°°d straddle the world. What is truth? what 
is a se ood? When should a person tell the truth, when is he per¬ 
mitted to lie?” asked Yudhishthira. 

tj, T rut h-speaking goes hand in hand with dharma,” replied 
is ma. Nothing is higher than truth. Let me tell you something 
w ic ew people know. Never speak a truth when the truth spo- 
en actually covers a lie. Speak a lie if the lie spoken is actually a 
cover for the truth.” 

How should a learned man behave when abused in public by 
a vain fool?” asked Yudhishthira. 

No fool is greater than he who allows hate to control him. 
Swallow the insult; endure all that folly does. How does a fool’s 
praise or blame affect you? He’s a crow cawing in the wilderness. 
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if the words of fools were sufficient to tarnish honour, who among 
us would have honour left? The man who flatters you to your face 
and maligns you behind your back, is worse than a mad dog 
avoid him.” 

“What is wrong-doing? who is a wrong-doer?” asked Yudhish- 

thira. , 

“Desire is the root of wrong-doing. From desire grows greed, 
and from greed springs misdeed. All cunning, all hypocrisy has its 
roots in greed. Greed gives birth to wrath, greed leads to lust. 
Confusion, deception, egoism, showing-off, and malice are the 
children of greed; so are revengefulness, shamelessness, pride of 
birth, of learning, of beauty, and of wealth; greed strangles pity, 
and promotes mistrust; greed is the cause of adultery; it breeds 
lies, gluttony, violence, and malevolence. Greed is everywhere— in 
the child, in the youth, in the adult. Greed lives on when life itself 
ceases. A thousand rivers do not satiate this oceanic monster. It 
afflicts the learned. Greed goes disguised in the cloak of religion.” 

“Tell me all about ignorance, for the world’s misery is all the 
product of ignorance.” 

“Greed and ignorance are two sides of the same coin,” Bhishma 
replied. “Ignorance is another name for attachment, vanity, lust, 
anger, laziness, procrastination, loathing, jealousy, excessive joy 
and excessive sorrow. As greed grows, ignorance grows; as greed 
decreases, ignorance decreases. Get rid of greed, which is the 

root.” 

“What are the different forms of truth?” 

“Truth is duty, truth is penance, truth is yoga, truth is Brah¬ 
man. Truth has thirteen faces: impartiality, self-control, humility, 
faith, loyalty, patience, goodness, renunciation, meditation, dignity, 
serenity, compassion, and ahimsa. It is eternal, and unchangeable. 
If the merits of a thousand horse sacrifices were weighed against 
the merits of truth, the balance would tilt in truth’s favour.” 

“Instruct me on the thirteen vices,” said Yudhishthira, “wrath, 
lust, sorrow, loss of judgment, evil intention, jealousy, malice, 
pride, envy, slander, mistrust, cruelty, and fear.” 

“They are man’s worst enemies, they surround him like wolves 
surrounding a prey. A Brahmin who sleeps with a woman in her 
period, who does not perform ritual sacrifices, whose family i s 
ignorant of the scriptures, is no better than a Shudra, and his vice 
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needs expiation. A lie spoken in jest is not immoral; neither is one 
that is spoken to a woman, or in order to benefit one’s guru, or to 
save one’s life. No gold excels a good wife even if she is lowcaste.” 

Bhishma lapsed into silence, and the five brothers returned to 
the palace. “Dharma, Artha, and Kama rule the world. Which of 
these is best?” asked Yudhishthira. 

“Dharma,” replied Vidura. “On Dharma depend the other two, 
Success and Desire.” 

“Action is what matters in this world,” said Arjuna, “Action 
alone brings Success. I put Artha first.” 

“Without Desire there is neither Success nor Dharma,” said 
Bhima. 

Yudhishthira said, “Your conviction is impressive. But who in 
this world is completely free to act as he pleases? I act as fate or¬ 
dains me to act. Neither Dharma, nor Artha, nor Kama should be 
one’s goal. What matters is Moksha.” 

They applauded Yudhishthira, and approached Bhishma again. 

“Noble Bhishma, how should one choose a friend?” asked 
Yudhishthira. 

“Avoid one who’s selfish, unforgiving, dishonest, mean, suspici¬ 
ous, idle, lazy, and scheming; avoid one who has given up the du¬ 
ties of his caste, who dishonours his guru, professes atheism, tells 
lies, and is a habitual gambler.” 

“Instruct me regarding the duties of a man during the four 
stages of his life,” said Yudhishthira. 

“Dharma has many doors. The duties ordained by one’s dharma 
are never performed in vain. When a man loses his wealth, his 
wife or his son, let him say to himself, ‘It’s a great loss,’ and let 
him learn to overcome his sorrow. Remember the Brahmin’s words 
to King Senajit, ‘What use is grief? Today you grieve over your 
dead son, tomorrow others grieve over you; and the day after, 
still others grieve over them. Like two planks of drifting wood 
meeting briefly on a stream, two people meet in life. Did you know 
your son? Did he know you? Who are you, for whom do you 
grieve?’ No one has joy for ever, and no one suffers sorrow for 
ever.” 

“How should a good man behave in his daily life?” asked 
Yudhishthira. 

“A good man does not excrete on main roads, in cow pens, and 
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in paddy fields. He does not urinate facing the sun. His ablutions 
are performed with river water, and he does not stay in bed when 
the sun is up. He says his morning prayers facing the east, and his 
evening prayers facing the west. He eats food that tastes pleasant, 
and does not fuss over it. He does not sleep with wet feet. Once 
daily he goes round a holy image, a sacred spot, a bull, cow pen, 
a place where four roads meet, a noble Brahmin, or a sacred tree. 
He makes no distinctions, so far as food is concerned, between 
guests relatives, and servants. He treats servants equally. He 
avoids other people’s wives, and has intercourse only with his own. 
He does not eat unsanctified meat, and prefers those meat portions 
which are furthest from the animal’s spine. He gives seating 
priority to his seniors. He does not look straight at the sun first 

thing in the morning, nor does he gaze at a naked woman if she 
happens to be another's wife. Whatever a good man doe, even the 
touching of a cow's dung, bceomes good. When he offers food, he 
should ask ‘Is this enough?’ When he offers a drink, he should 
sav ‘I hope you enjoy this.’ When he offers sweetened milk and 
rice or sweet barley gruel, or milk mixed with sesame, he should 
ask’ ‘Will this do?’ Hiding his misdeeds from good men will not 
help a wrong-doer. The gods see what good men don’t. An ill deed 
concealed by another ill deed begets more ill deeds. A good deed 
concealed by another good deed begets more good deeds. Like the 
four-armed Rahu swallowing the moon in eclipse, the consequences 

of ill deeds punctually devour their doer. 

“Fulfilled desires bring joy; there is joy in heaven too; but both 
together do not equal one-sixteenth of the joy that lies in the 

death of desire. . . . . , , e . ... 

“Like the tortoise pulling in his head and feet, pull in your 

desires! Then will the Atman shine, happy within you. 

“Death is in the body; but so is immortality. Be ignorant, and 
you die. Seek truth, and you are immortal. 

“Nothing sees like knowledge, nothing purifies like truth, nothing 
delights like giving, nothing enslaves like desire. 

“Be poor: you will have no enemies. Be rich: you are in the 
jaws of death. I weighed poverty against riches; poverty won, it 

had more virtues. 

“Giving up a little brings happiness, giving up a lot brings the 
Supreme; giving up a little drives away fear; giving up all brings 
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serenity. 

“Give up desires, creature of desire! Be disgusted with desire—^ 
and achieve peace. 

“Knowledge is the greatest happiness, knowledge is the greatest 
possession and the greatest good. 

“Truth is Brahman, Truth is penance, Truth is heaven. Truth is 
light, hell is darkness. 

“Death and decay strike the world down. Days and nights slip 
by. Now is the time to look after yourself! Even before you finish, 
death pulls you down. Awake, arise! Or be for ever forgotten.” 
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“How shall i achieve peace of mind?” asked Yudhishthira. “i have 
listened carefully to your words, but serenity escapes me. How is 
it possible to achieve serenity by listening to another man’s wis¬ 
dom? There are arrow wounds and sores on my body; I have killed 
my own kinsmen; I have killed even my guru. What is more pain¬ 
ful than this? I think Brahma made man to do only wrong.” 

Bhishma replied, “What makes you think, Yudhishthira, that 
the Atman is responsible for all that a man does, especially his 
crimes? Remember the story of the fowler and the serpent? 

“There was once an old lady named Gautami, renowned for her 
patience and serenity. One day she found her son dead of snake 
bite. The fowler Arjunaka trussed up the serpent and brought it 
before her. ‘Shall I cut it in pieces, my lady, or shall I throw it in 
the fire?’ he asked. 

“ ‘Release him,’ answered Gautami, ‘Killing him won’t revive 
my son. Letting him go free won’t harm you.’ 

“ ‘You know the difference between right and wrong,’ said 
Arjunaka. ‘A noble soul is touched by the suffering of all crea¬ 
tures. I am not a noble soul, my lady-I’m a practical man. I’m 
going to kill this serpent. Give me permission to do so.’ 

“ ‘My son was destined to die,’ said Gautami, ‘I cannot give 
you permission. Be compassionate: forgive him and release him.’ 

“ ‘An enemy deserves to be killed,’ the fowler argued. ‘Killing 
an enemy brings merit in this life and the next.’ 

“ ‘Forgiving an enemy brings more merit,’ said Gautami. 

“ ‘Hundreds of others will be saved if we kill him,’ the fowler 
said. 

“ ‘But not my son,’ said Gautami, and would not give in to the 
repeated requests of the fowler. 

“The serpent sighed softly—the tight cords were hurting him— 
and spoke in a patient human voice, ‘Foolish Arjunaka, what have 
X done? I have no free will, I committed no crime. The god of 
death Yama sent me to do what I did. Blame him for the boy’s 
death, if you must.’ 

“ ‘That may be so, but you agreed to do it,’ the fowler counter¬ 
ed, ‘so you are an accessory to the crime. The potter’s wheel is 
the cause of the making of the pot, and you are the cause of the 
fc>oy’s death. You are guilty—you admit it—and he who is guilty 
dies at my hands.’ 
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“The serpent said, ‘The potter’s wheel is not the complete cause 
of the making of the pot, and I am not the complete cause of the 
boy’s death. Two or more causes can operate together. The ex¬ 
planation of cause and effect is a complex matter. I am guilty of 
no crime. My guilt is the result of joint causes.’ 

“ ‘I do not know about first and joint causes,’ the fowler said, 
‘but I know that your bite killed the boy. Therefore, you deserve 
to die. Do you think that, when a sinful act is committed, the 
doer isn’t involved in the act? Tell me, what do you think?’ 

“ ‘First cause or no, nothing happens without an intermediate 
cause,’ the snake replied. ‘In that sense you are right: I am the 
intermediate cause. If an intermediate cause can be guilty, I am 
guilty; but I think the real guilt should lie with the person who 
incited me to bite the boy.’ 

“ ‘You talk too much, wicked serpent,’ the fowler said. ‘You 
deserve to die. You know you are guilty of a little boy’s murder.’ 

“At this point Yama himself appeared, and spoke to the serpent. 

“ ‘I come here under the influence of Kala, lord of time,’ he said. 
‘You are not guilty of the boy’s death; neither am I. Like clouds 
moved by the wind, I am moved by Kala. All creatures are moved 
by Kala. The whole universe—its good, its bad, its changes and 
modifications, are moved by Kala. All existent and non-existent 
subjects are created and destroyed by Kala. If I am guilty, you are 
equally guilty.’ 

“ ‘That’s not what I said,’ the snake explained. ‘I do not maintain 
that you are guilty, nor do I say that you are completely innocent. 
I only know that I operate under your influence. The blame may 
be Kala’s; it is not for me to say so because I do not know whose 
blame it really is. I do know it is not entirely mine, and I think it 
is my duty to say it is not entirely yours.’ He turned to Arjunaka. 
‘You have heard Yama. It is not right to torture me any longer 
by tying me up so tightly.’ 

“ ‘I have heard you, and I have heard him,’ replied the fowler, 
‘and I am not convinced. Both of you seem guilty to me. A 
curse on Yama for killing innocent boys! I’ll kill you both.’ 

“ ‘But we are not free agents,’ said Yama, ‘Kala moves us, as I 
explained earlier. Be sensible: examine the matter more carefully.’ 

“ ‘That’s strange,’ said the fowler. ‘If Kala is the real culprit, 
what I would like to know is how we get pleasure from doing 
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good and sorrow from doing wrong.’ 

“Kala appeared on the scene, and said to all three, ‘Neither 
Yama, nor the snake, nor I am guilty. We are only the interme¬ 
diate causes. Guilty is the boy’s Karma; his Karma alone is res¬ 
ponsible for his death. Karma rules us all. Karma can help us to 
work out our salvation, by indicating what is wicked or virtuous 
in us. Men mould what they like from lumps of clay, and Karma 
moulds men in various ways. As light and shadow depend on each 
other, men’s actions depend on Karma. Not you, not I, not Yama, 
not the snake, not the old lady—none of these is guilty of the 
boy’s death. He himself alone is guilty of his own death.’ 

“Gautami, satisfied that men suffer according to their Karma, 
said to Arjunaka, ‘You may go. I am satisfied.’ 

“They all went back to their respective places,” Bhishma said 
to Yudhishthira, “and the minds of Gautami and the fowler were 
at peace. So you see, Yudhishthira, it’s Karma that governs us all. 
The evil isn’t your fault, and it isn’t Duryodhana’s. Karma slew 
all these heroes on the battlefield of Kurukshetra.” 

Yudhishthira’s mind was consoled, and he asked the next 
question: 

“Which men are most worthy of respect? I could listen to you 
endlessly, for your words are full of wisdom.” 

Bhishma replied, “That question reminds me of Krishna’s 
question to Narada when he found Narada paying his respects to 
a group of noble Brahmins. He asked, Which of these Brahmins 
do you respect most, and why?’ 

“And Narada replied, ‘I respect those most who study the 
Vedas, practise penance, honour the gods and never boast about 
it; those who are forgiving, austere, self-restrained, and truthful; 
those who live in the forest, feed on roots, shoots and fruits and[ 
like pigeons, have no fear of what tomorrow will bring them. I 
respect men who are hospitable to guests, who look after their 
servants, and eat food only after it has been offered to the gods. 

I respect people who have compassion, detachment and probity 
Such people spread happiness in this life and the next.’ ” 

“Instruct me regarding the merit of sheltering those in distress ” 
said Yudhishthira. 

“Listen to this old story,” said Bhishma. “Once upon a time a 
hawk chased a beautiful pigeon which flew down and sought the 
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protection of King Vrishadarbha. The king of Varanasi placed the 
bird in his lap, and said,‘Why are you trembling? You are safe 
with me. Have no fear. What a lovely colour you are, the colour 
of a newly-budded blue lotus—and your eyes are the soft pink of 
a pomegranate. Don’t be afraid. I promise you: I will give up my 
kingdom if necessary in order to protect you.’ 

“But the hawk said, ‘This pigeon is mine by right. I chased him 
through the sky and he belongs to me. You have no right to take 
him away from me, O king. Thirst and hunger make me desperate. 
Give him to me! Your duty is to look after the welfare of your 
subjects, not to deprive hungry hawks of their rightful prey. Look, 
where my talons have grazed and wounded him. Your royal power 
may extend to your enemies, servants, relatives, and subjects, but 
it has no authority over the creatures of the sky. If you must think 
of saving the pigeon’s life, why not see that I don’t go hungry 
either?’ 


Impressed by the hawk’s arguments, the king said,‘Dress a 
bull, boar, deer or buffalo—whatever he chooses—for the hawk’s 
sake. Let that cool your thirst and hunger. But the bird does not 
leave my lap. I have vowed to protect anyone who asks for my 
help.’ 


Boar meat, bull meat, buffalo meat and venison don’t agree 
with me, said the hawk. ‘I live on pigeons. Nature made me that 
way. But if you love the bird so much, give me instead a slice of 
flesh from your own body, equal in weight to the pigeon.’ 

“ ‘Agreed,’ said King Vrishadarbha. 

“He quickly cut off a chunk of flesh from his body and placed 
it against the pigeon on a weighing balance. From the inner apart¬ 
ments of the palace came the sound of loud wailing from the 
king’s jewel-adorned wives. The courtiers and servants also cried 
loudly, and the palace echoed with cloud-booming noise. The clear 
sky was suddenly overcast with clouds. The earth shook, in 
homage to the king’s virtuous act. The king continued to slice off 
flesh from his arms, legs, and thighs, filling the scales, but they 
would not turn against the pigeon’s weight. Finally, when nothing 
was left of him except a bony skeleton, he climbed into the pan 
himself. 

“Indra came to witness the deed. Invisible beings in the sky 
played on kettledrums^ fragrant celestial flowers dropped on the 
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king’s head. The Gandharvas and Apsaras sang and danced around 
him in groups as they do around Brahma. He was placed in a 
chariot of pure gold, whose arches were also of gold and studded 
with diamonds, whose columns were of lapis lazuli, and he ascen¬ 
ded to heaven. The three worlds sang the praises of the king of 
Varanasi. 

“Recite this story, Yudhishthira, whenever you can; it will 
cleanse you of blame. And be like Vrishadarbha.” 

“How should one go about selecting a proper husband for one’s 
daughter?” asked Yudhishthira. 

“Make discreet enquiries about his age, character and conduct, 
his education and accomplishments. That’s what good Brahmins 
do, and marriage performed with these preliminaries is known as 
the Brahma marriage. A Kshatriya father, having selected a man, 
uses the persuasion of many gifts and presents, to make him marry 
his daughter. A Gandharva marriage is one in which the father of 
the girl marries her to a husband of her own choice. In an Asura 
marriage, the girl is bought for a high price and her relatives brib¬ 
ed with money and gifts. The Rakshasa marriage is so called be¬ 
cause the bridegroom runs away with the girl after killing her 
weeping relatives. The Brahma, Kshatriya and Gandharva, in pure 
or mixed form, are recommended by the scriptures, but the Asura 
and Rakshasa cannot be approved. A Brahmin can marry three 
wives, a Kshatriya two, a Vaishya one, and she must belong to his 
own caste. The children of all wives should be treated as equals. 
Of a Brahmin’s three wives, the one who belongs to his caste 
should be treated as superior; this also applies to a Kshatriya’s two 
wives. Some say that members of the three higher castes may 
marry Shudra wives for purposes of enjoyment; others forbid this. 
A girl marries on reaching puberty or later. A girl who has no 
father and br others should not be married. If a girl is not married 
at puberty, or within three years after that, she should choose a 
husband for herself, and not wait for her family to do so. The 
children of such a girl deserve equal respect with other children. 
If, however, she refuses to choose a husband for herself, she incurs 
serious reproach.” 

“Jf, after receiving the betrothal present, the girl’s father finds 
a man he thinks will make a better husband for her, and refuses 
the first suitor, does he incur blame?” asked Yudhishthira. 
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“The present is a token, and does not give the status of wife to 
an unmarried girl,” replied Bhishma. “It may be considered as the 
price of the girl. Such ‘presents’ are only given when the would-be 
bridegroom doesn’t have qualifications that would entitle him to 
marry in the normal way. Wives are not bought and sold. Those 
who think they are, know nothing of the scriptures. Stay away 
from such men. A wife should never be bought. A father should 
never sell his daughter. For marriage is an indissoluble, holy bond, 
sanctified at the seventh step of the circling round the sacred 
fire. 

“When Manu went to heaven, he handed over the charge of 
women to men, explaining that they were weak and gullible, and 
needed to be protected. He explained how quickly they responded 
to love, and how attached they were to Dharma. I do not say they 
don’t have malicious, greedy, fierce, unlovable, and stubborn spe¬ 
cimens among them. But they deserve our highest respect. Honour 
them, O men. Your goodness depends on them, your pleasures and 
delights depend on them. Serve them, respect them, listen to their 
advice—for, as wives and mothers, they constitute the guardians 
of the morals of society. Didn’t a princess in the palace of King 
Janaka say, ‘Women perform no rituals, no funeral ceremonies, 
and observe no fasts. They serve differently—by loving and obeying 
their husbands —and through such service they obtain heaven.’ 
When she is a child, her father protects her; when she marries, her 
husband protects her; when she becomes old, her sons protect her. 
When is she ever free? Therefore, honour her and cherish her, for 
she is Lakshmi, the goddess of prosperity, and by honouring her 
you honour the goddess herself.” 

“Which brings the highest merit—ahimsa, observance of ritual, 
meditation, control of the senses, asceticism, or obedience to a 
guru?” Yudhishthira asked Brihaspati, the preceptor of the gods, 
who had descended from heaven to listen to Bhishma’s words. 

“All bring merit, all lead to Dharma,” replied Brihaspati. “Let 
me explain what the greatest Dharma is. There is nothing more 
virtuous than all-embracing compassion. A man with compassion 
is a man without lust, anger, and greed. Such a man looks at 
everything and everybody as if they were his own self. Never 
should a man do to another what he would not want another do 
to him; this is the essence of all Dharma. When you hurt another, 
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he turns and hurts you: when you love another, he turns and loves 
you.” 

Saying this, Brihaspati ascended to heaven before the very eyes 
of the assembled Pandava heroes. 

Turning to Bhishma lying on his bed of arrows, Yudbishthira 
said: “Compassion as the essence of Dharma I understand. But 
what I want to know is how a man, guilty of injury committed in 
thought, word and deed, can cleanse himself. 

“A fall from compassion is always a moral fall,” said Bhishma. 
“Just as an elephant's footprint engulfs the footprints of all other 
animals, compassion engulfs all forms of religion. Immoral 
thought* word and deed make a person fall from Dharma; there¬ 
fore, a return to Dharma is to be pure again in thought, pure 
again in word, and finally pure again in deed. 

“Ahimsa is the highest religion, 

Ahimsa the highest discipline, 

Ahimsa is the highest penance, 

Ahimsa the highest sacrifice. 

Ahimsa is the highest happiness, 

Ahimsa the highest truth. 

Gift, ritual, ablution, holy merit 
None is greater that Ahimsa ” 

“All these heroes who gave their lives in the great battle—what 
happens to them, what do they get as reward?” asked Yudhish- 
thira. “Life is not easy to give up, even in a war. Tell me, O 
J3hishma, for you know everything.” 

“No matter what the conditions, joyful or sorrowful, prosperous 
0 r adverse, each creature’s life has a distinct tonal quality. You 
have asked an excellent question, Yudhishthira,” said Bhishma. 
‘‘Let me tell you the story of the island-born Vyasa and the hum¬ 
ble worm. A long time ago, Vyasa happened to look down as he 
vvas walking on a road where hundreds of chariots passed daily 
and he saw a worm furiously slithering away. The great sage, 
speaking in the worm’s tongue, asked, ‘Why the hurry, worm? 
\Vhat are you afraid of?’ 

“ ‘The clatter of the chariot, sir,’ replied the work. ‘It’s near! 

\ hear it! it will crush me. I must run, I must get out of the way. 
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1 hear the snorting of the chariot bulls, I hear the whip lashing 
their backs. Life’s precious, sir—I don’t intend to die if I can help 
it, and go from the heaven of life to the hell of death.’ 

“ ‘But you’re only a worm,’ said Vyasa. ‘What do you know of 
the heaven of life? The joys of sound, touch, taste, and scent mean 
little to you. You’d be happier dead.’ 

“ ‘Well, sir,’ said the worm, ‘in spite of what you say, I happen 
to like living as I am. I’ve got used to it, and I enjoy it, I may be 
only a worm, but I have my little enjoyments. In my last life I was 
a wealthy Shudra. But I didn’t care for Brahmins, I had a vile 
temper; I was cruel and foul-mouthed; I swindled many friends. 
The sight of others prospering drove me mad with jealousy—I 
hated their wealth, their corn, their houses, their lovely wives. But 
I loved my mother, sir, and once I even reverently fed a Brahmin 
who came as a wandering guest to my house. And in my old age 
I did repent all my wild deeds of youth, as a father repents the 
loss of a dear son. I remember that clearly, and I think I will one 
day achieve my liberation as a result of the merits of my few good 
deeds.’ 

“ ‘Penance goes a long way, worm, in helping a creature to 
achieve liberation from life,’ said Vyasa. ‘If your mind is bent on 
Dharma, you will achieve it sooner or later. If you like, I can 
change your condition now.’ 

“The worm agreed. At that moment a large chariot passed by 
and one of its wheels crushed the worm. Passing quickly through 
various incarnations—hedgehog, iguana, bear, deer, and bird, out- 
caste, Shudra, and Vaishya—he emerged as a Kshatriya, and, 
falling with folded palms at Vyasa’s feet, touched them with his 
head. 

“Finally, the worm rose to the status of Brahmin and, complet¬ 
ing his process of liberation, reached the state of Brahman. 

“Do not grieve, Yudhishthira, for the dead heroes. They too 
have reached the heaven they deserve. 

“What matters is the quality of living. Water poured on salt 
dissolves it; similarly, penance on an ill deed washes it away. 

“Never hide guilt. Hidden, it multiplies. Confessed in front of 
good men, it taints no more. 

“A few final words of advice: Look after the following people 
well, especially if they are poor—an old man, a relative, a friend, a 
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widowed sister, a teacher, a high-born person, and a learned man. 

“Avoid jealousy. It’s a great shortener of life. 

“Bathe in the deep and pure waters of your mind’s wisdom. 
Moderate opinion with truth. 

“Thousands of irritations daily afflict the ignorant man, thou¬ 
sands of fears haunt him. The wise man remains unaffected. 

“Nowhere is perfect and absolute happiness to be found, not 
even in the heaven of Indra. 

“All that you collect, decays; all that rises, falls; all unions end 
in separation; around the corner of life is death. 

“There is endless trouble getting wealth, endless trouble guard¬ 
ing it; endless trouble if it is stolen, endless trouble if it s spent. 

“Let us pay homage to the thousand-formed Brahma: he has a 
thousand feets, eyes, heads and hands; he has a thousand names, 
and thousands of millions of yugas are held within him. 

Bhishma stopped speaking, and the Pandavas sat around him in 
grave silence, motionless, like painted figures. 

Vyasa said, “Yudhishthira is satisfied, O Bhishma. He bows his 
head to you. Give him permission to return to the city. 

Bhishma said gently, “You may go, Yudhishthira. Cool the 
fever in your heart. Look after your subjects. Your friends and 
your people depend on you, as birds depend on a large fruit tree 
growing in a sacred place. Come to me when the time of my death 
approaches, when the sun pauses in his southern solatice and turns 
northwards.” 

Placing Dhritarashtra and Gandhari at the head, accompanied 
by Krishna and many holy men, and followed by advisers and 
citizens, Yudhishthira set out for Hastinapura. Reaching the city, 
he ordered them to go to their homes, and gave lavish consolatory 
presents to the women whose husbands and sons had died in the 
battle. With the performance of innumerable good acts he earned 
the goodwill of his military officers and his subjects, and the 
blessings of his Brahmins. After fifty days, as the sun stopped in 
its southern course and began to move north, Yudhishthira made 
preparations to visit Bhishma. With him went priests carrying 
scents, garlands, silken clothes, ghee, sandalwood and dark aloe 
wood for the funeral pyre. With him also were Dhritarashtra, 
Gandhari, Kunti, Yuyutsu, other relatives and a host of followers, 
including poets and minstrels. 
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They came where Bhishma lay on his bed of arrows, guarded 
by specially appointed soldiers. Yudhishthira bowed and said: 

“I am Yudhishthira. I salute you, O noble Bhishma, my grand¬ 
father. If you can hear me, instruct me on my duty now.” 

Bhishma opened his eyes and saw all of them clustered around 
him. He took Yudhishthira’s hand, and said in a clear, deep voice, 
‘I am fortunate, Yudhishthira. The sun has begun his journey 
north. I have been lying here for fifty-eight days, but these sharp 
arrows made them feel like a hundred years.” 

He turned to Dhritarashtra “To you, Dhritarashtra, who know 
all the duties described in the scriptures, I say only this: Do not 
grieve. All this had to happen. Yudhishthira is a virtuous king — 
he will be obedient to you. Do not grieve for your jealous sons.” 

To Krishna he said, “I told him repeatedly to make peace, but 
Duryodhana would not listen. Having laid waste the earth, he is 
dead. Give me leave, Krishna, to cast off my body: the hour of 
my death is come.” 

He said to all those gathered round him, “I wish to die. Give 
me leave to do so. My friends, strive for truth: there is nothing 
higher than Truth.” And to Yudhishthira, “Surround yourself 
with wise Brahmins to advise you in government and in dharma.” 

Then he was silent, and they watched while he successively man¬ 
oeuvred his life-breaths as recommended by JSYoga. As the life- 
breaths rose to his head, the wounds on his body healed one by 
one. It was strange; they stood, marvelling. Then the life-breaths, 
unable to escape through any of the arrow-pierced outlets, gather¬ 
ed in the head and, shooting through the crown, proceeded to 
heaven. Divine kettledrums were heard, and flowery showers fell on 
his body. Shooting through the sky like a bright meteor, the life- 
breaths finally faded and were lost to sight. 

Vidura and the Pandavas constructed a vast pyre, while Yuyutsu 
and the others stood by. Yudhishthira and Vidura wrapped 
Bhishma’s body in silken cloth and scattered flowers on it. 
Yuyutsu held an umbrella over it; Bhima and Arjuna fanned it 
with two white yak tails. Nakula and Sahadeva stood near, hold¬ 
ing the head coverings. Then Yudhishthira and Dhritarashtra began 
fanning the body with palm leaf fans Libations were poured in the 
sacred fire. Priests chanted hymns from the Vedas. Placing sandal 
and alee wood on the body, they lit the funeral pyre. 
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After Dhritarasiitra had offered the water iibations to Bhishma s 
ancestors, Yudhishthira slumped down beside the bank of the 
Ganga, like an elephant fatally pierced by a hunter’s arrow; his 
eyes filled with tears. Prompted by Krishna, Bhima helped him 

up> . . 

“No, no, Yudhishthira,” said Krishna, worried by his constant 

sighing. 

The Pandavas surrounded Yudhishthira, and Dhritarashtra, still 
oppressed by grief for the deaths of his sons, said, “Rise, Yudhish¬ 
thira. It is I and Gandhari who should mourn, not you: we have 
lost a hundred sons. Attend to your duties: the kingdom awaits 
your authority.” 

Yudhishthira rose, and they went to Hastinapura. 

In the capital Arjuna passed his time sporting with Krishna, 
doing nothing except enjoying himself. One day they were walking 
inside the magnificent palace when Arjuna said, “O Krishna, your 
greatness was revealed to me on the eve of the battle when you 
showed me your Universal Form. But the words you said to me 
then I have completely forgotten. I have often wondered about 
them. And now you will be leaving me and going away to 
Dvaraka.” 

Krishna embraced him affectionately and said, “I told you 
truths which to many are profound mysteries. I enlightened you 
on the nature of Dharma. I am surprised that nothing of what I 
said then has remained in your memory; I could not now recall 
what I said then, even if I wished. How will I get all the details 

right?” 

They approached Yudhishthira, and Arjuna said, “Krishna has 
been away from home for a long time. He wishes to go and see his 
father Vasudeva, and he seeks your permission.” 

“By all means go,” said Yudhishthira. “Go this very day and 
convey to my maternal uncle our respects on our behalf.” 

Arjuna embraced Krishna warmly, and kept looking at him as 
he slowly disappeared in the distance, on his way to Dvaraka, the 
capital of his tribe known as the Yadavas. 

During his journey he came to a desert, where he met the great 
ascetic, Utanka. They greeted each other. 

“Were you able to bring about an honourable peace between the 
Kauravas and the Pandavas?” asked Utanka. “Have you fulfilled 
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the high hopes I had in you?” 

“I did my best, holy one,” replied Krishna. “But I did not suc¬ 
ceed in getting them to compromise. The Kauravas are dead. They 
refused to listen to the good advice of Bhishma and Vidura. The 
five Pandavas are alive; but their children are dead.” 

Anger suffused Utanka; his eyes expanded, and he said, “I will 
curse you, Krishna, because you failed to look after the interests 
of your own relatives. You could have forced the Pandavas to 
make peace and prevented the slaughter, but you didn’t. You didn’t 
care for the Kauravas, for which reason they are now all dead.” 

“Holy one, listen to me,” said Krishna. “I am sorry for what 
happened, but before you curse me, let me explain. It will take 
much ascetic penance to curse me. I know you have if, but I would 
not like to see your power pitted against mine. . . .The three gunas 
of sattva, rajas and tamas—light, passion, and ignorance—draw 
sustenance from me. All creatures exist in me, and I exist in all 
creatures. Don’t make any mistake about that. The gandharvas, 
nagas, rakshasas and apsaras have all sprung from me. Whatever 
exists or does not exist, whatever’s seen or not seen, whatever’s 
destructible or indestructible has value because I give it value.” 

I have heard of your glory, O Krishna,” said Utanka. “I will 
not curse you. Grace me with a glimpse of your All-Powerful 
Form.” 


Krishna revealed his Vishnu Form. It had the light of a thousand 
suns; it had faces on all sides. 

Ask for a boon,” Krishna said. 

A sight of your All Powerful Form is boon enough,” said 
Utanka. 


“Ask. I order you to ask.” 


O Krishna, give me the boon of obtaining water whenever I 
want it. Water is scarce in this desert,” said Utanka. 

When you want water, think of me.” With these words, 
Krishna continued his journey to Dvaraka, and Utanka proceeded 
to cross the desert. 

One day in the desert, the thirsty Utanka saw a fierce-looking 
naked outcaste hunter, armed with a sword and bow and arrows, 
and surrounded by a pack of dogs. From his penis issued a cease¬ 
less stream of water. The moment Utanka thought of Krishna, the 
hunter said, “Take this water from me. I know you are thirsty, 
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and I feel sorry for you.” 

But Utanka refused, and began silently to malign Krishna. 

“Drink!” the hunter said repeatedly, but the only response he 
received from the thirsty Utanka was mounting anger. He and his 
dogs vanished into thin air. 

Later, in the course of his wanderings Utanka chanced across 
Krishna and asked, “Was it right, O Krishna, to offer me water in 
the form of an outcaste’s urine?” 

Krishna replied softly, “What was done was proper. You missed 
the meaning. When you thought of me, I interceded on your be¬ 
half to Indra, and he said, ‘No mortal should be given a taste of 
immortal nectar, but since you ask me, I shall go to him disguis¬ 
ed as a hunter. If he drinks, good; if not, he will never have it 
offered to him again.’ But you would not drink because an out- 
caste offered it to you. You made a great mistake. All you will get 
now when you think of me is water from desert clouds.” 

Accompanied by Satyaki, Krishna hurried to Dvaraka. When he 
arrived, after crossing many lakes, rivers and forests, the Raiva- 
taka festival had begun. The Raivataka hill was adorned with gems 
and golden garlands; strings of flowers decorated its trees, and 
lighted lamps hung from poles, making day and night lovely. Flags 
waved, and small bells tinkled; community songs filled the air. 
The music that rose from the Raivataka hill seemed to fill the 
very sky. All around were shops selling goods and food stalls 
offering the choicest dishes and wines. Gifts were constantly made 
to the blind, distressed, and helpless. 

Krishna entered the palace, and embraced his father and mother. 
The Yadavas surrounded him, washed his feet, and made him 
comfortable; after which, his father put him many questions about 
his experiences in the war. 

Krishna narrated the entire course of the battle, but omitted the 
episode of Abhimanyu’s death. His sister Subhadra said, “Tell me 
how my son died, Krishna.” His father Vasudeva said, ‘You are 
known for truth-speaking, Krishna. Why do you hide this from 
us?” 

“Do not grieve, my sister,” Krishna said, “for what happened 
had to happen. Though I, Satyaki and Yudhishthira protected him, 
he was killed. O my sister of restless glances, lotus-eyed Subhadra, 
do not mourn for Abhimanyu. Think instead of his wife Uttara, 
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who is pregnant. You will soon get a grandson.” He consoled 
Uttara also, saying, “For the sake of your husband, take good 
care of the child in your womb.” 

\J 

When the time of the horse sacrifice drew near, Krishna, accom- * 
panied by the Yadavas, returned to Hastinapura. Uttara gave birth 
while Krishna was staying in Hastinapura; as a result of Ashvat- 
thaman’s curse, however, her son, the royal Parikshit, was born 
dead. 

Hearing sounds of lamentation, Krishna hurried to the inner 
apartments. He saw his aunt Kunti, between loud sobbing, asking 
for him. Behind her were Draupadi, Subhadra and other palace 
wives, all weeping profusely. 

“Save us, Krishna, for only you can,” Kunti sobbed. “Your 
sister has had a stillborn son. Revive him. Remember you promis¬ 
ed to do so when Ashvatthaman changed the blade of grass into a 
deadly Brahma-weapon.” 

“Very well,” said Krishna. His words cheered them, like cold 
water refreshing a weary man. He entered the child-birth room. 

He ordered it to be sanctified with garlands of white flowers, and * 
water jars filled to the brim; with tinduka wood and mustard seed 
soaked in ghee; with shining weapons and small fires in every 
corner. 

Uttara covered herself modestly and waited for Krishna. The 
ladies raised her into a sitting position on the bed; she folded her 
palms, and reverently paid homage to the lotus-eyed Krishna. He 
touched water, and neutralised the power of Ashvatthaman’s 
Brahma-weapon. 

He said, “By all the merits that I have honourably earned, I ask 
that life return to this child! Because Dharma is dear to me, be¬ 
cause Brahmins are dear to me, I ask that life return to Abhi- 
manyu’s son! As the slayer of Kamsa and Keshi, I ask that life 
return to this boy!” 

No sooner had he finished speaking than Parikshit began to 
stir; the baby moved his arms and legs faintly. A strong white light 
filled the room. The rakshasas fled. The ladies rejoiced. Speaking 
to Vyasa, Yudhishthira said, “Give me permission to dedicate all 
my treasure and wealth to the performance of the great ritual 
known as the horse sacrifice.” 
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“You have my permission,” said Vyasa. “Propitiate the gods with 
profuse gifts. The horse sacrifice is a great cleanser of the conse¬ 
quences of ill deeds.” 

The sacrificial animals were tied according to custom. Vyasa 
personally set free the sacred horse. After the initiation, Yudhish- 
thira, with a golden garland round his neck, shone like a rich fire: 
his upper garment was a black deer skin, he held a staff in one 
hand, and a shawl of red silk was draped over his shoulders. 

Arjuna got ready to follow the sacred horse, whose skin was the 
colour of a black deer. He lifted his bow, and showed his hand 
armour of iguana skin. The adults and children of Hastinapura 
flocked to the streets to see the ceremony. “There’s Arjuna!” they 
shouted. “There’s the sacred horse!” Some blessed him. Others 
complained, “Where is he? We can’t see him. We see only his bow 
lifted high above the heads of the crowd. May he be safe. We shall 
welcome him when he returns triumphant.” 

The horse roamed over the whole earth. From the north it 
turned to the east. Arjuna followed in his white-horsed chariot, 
subduing kingdoms wherever he went. Many kings who had lost 
their kinsmen on Kurukshetra opposed him: Kiratas, Greeks, 
MIecchas, and Aryan heroes. Many furious battles look place. 

The first battle fought was with the mighty chariot warriors of 
Dhritavarman, the Trigartas, who surrounded Arjuna as soon as 
he entered their kingdom. When Arjuna killed eighteen of their 
finest heroes, they fled, and king Dhritavarman surrendered. 

The sacred horse entered the country called Pragjyotisha, where 
Arjuna faced the army of Bhagadatta’s son, King Vajradatta. The 
battle raged for three days. On the fourth day Vajradatta laughed 
and said, “You will die at my hands, Arjuna!” But Arjuna shot 
him down with a flaming arrow; he fell like a falling cliff. “I will 
spare you, but on one condition — that you attend the horse sacri¬ 
fice of Raja Yudhishthira during the full moon of April.” Vajra¬ 
datta agreed. 

Next Arjuna fought and subdued the hundreds of Saindhavas, a 
large number of whose people had been killed in Kurukshetra. 
Shouting their names and proclaiming their feats, they rushed 
against him, but he stood as firm as the Himalayas. Their queen, 
Puhshala, daughter of Dhritarashtra, and wife of Jayadratha, took 
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her grandson in her arms and went to meet Arjuna. Arjuna saw 
her weeping, and dropped his Gandiva bow. “This boy is the son 
of my son, Suratha. He is the son of your sister’s son, Arjuna. He 
has come to pay you respect. Look at him,” she said. 

“Where is Suratha?” asked Arjuna. 

“Dead. He died when he heard you were here,” Duhshala re¬ 
plied. “He died of a broken heart, for he knew that you had killed 
his father Jayadratha. I now bring you his son, and I seek your 
protection.” 

Arjuna looked fixedly at the ground. Great sorrow afflicted him. 

“I am your sister,” she said. “You will not refuse me. As Parik- 
shit is to your son Abhimanyu, this boy is to my son Suratha. I 
have come to plead for the lives of my people.” 

He embraced her, and asked her to return to the palace. Then he 
made peace with the Saindhavas. 

The sacred horse wandered at will through many kingdoms, bring¬ 
ing glory to Arjuna, until it came to the kingdom of Vabhruva- 
hana, who was Arjuna’s son by Chitrangada and ruler of Mani- 
pura. 

Learning of his father’s arrival within his kingdom, Vabhruva- 
hana went out to meet him; he brought expensive presents with 
him, and a large number of Brahmins accompanied him to per¬ 
form the welcoming ceremony. 

But Arjuna angrily said, “What kind of foolishness is this? Have 
you forgotten your Kshatriya duties? I come here as the protector 
of Yudhishthira’s sacred horse. Why do you refuse to fight me? 
Here I come, ready to do battle with my son, and he, like a timid 
woman, receives me with open arms! Did I come here weaponless? 
What right have you, wretched idiot of a king, to welcome me 
peacefully?” 

Arjuna’s Naga wife Ulupi, the lovely-limbed daughter of the 
underworld snake king, unable to bear these words, shot out of the 
earth and stood before her step-son, Vabhruvahana, who looked 
sad and crestfallen. 

“Listen to me: I am your mother. Fight Arjuna, my son, for it 
seems that alone will please him,” she said. 

She slowly persuaded him to accept Arjuna’s challenge. He put 
on gold armour and, mounting a chariot loaded with a hundred 
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quivers, flying the banner of the golden lion, he advanced to meet 
bis father in battle. 

Laughing, he shot an arrow which pierced the diadem-crowned 
Arjuna in the shoulder like a snake burrowing through an 
anthill. 

“Excellent! Excellent!” exclaimed Arjuna. “And now I will shoot 
arrows at you. Don’t run away! 

The first arrow cut the flagstaff, the others slew the chariot 
horses. Vabhruvahana, his eyes flaming, got down from his chariot 
and fought his father on foot. Casually he fired a sharp, specially 
feathered arrow. It hit Arjuna in his chest; he fell in great pain, 
and fainted. 

Partly from shock at his father’s fall and partly from the impact 
of the shower of arrows that Arjuna had hurled against him, 
Vabhruvahana also fell down in a deep swoon. 

Hearing that her husband and son had both collapsed, Chitran- 
gada hurried to the field of battle, weeping piteously and trembling 

^She^said to Ulupi, “Look, Ulupi, our husband has been killed 
by my son. Do you call yourself a devoted wife, Ulupi? For it is 
you who caused your husband’s death by inciting my son to fight 
him If Arjuna offended you in any way, forgive him. I beg of you, 
forgive him and give him back his life. It is strange that your 
husband’s death leaves you unmoved. For I grieve not so much 
for my dead son as for my dead husband.” She knelt beside 
Arjuna, and said again to Ulupi, “Blame does not attach to a man 
if he marries more than one wife; blame attaches only to a woman 
if she marries more than one husband. Do not take revenge on 
Arjuna for his polygamy. If you do not revive him, I will sit here 
and fast to death ” She placed Arjuna’s head on her lap, sighed 
deeply, and closed her eyes. 

Meanwhile Vabhruvahana, recovering consciousness, saw his 
mother sitting with Arjuna’s head on her lap. 

“My father dead, my mother sitting on the bare ground - what 
could be more painful than this sight!” he said. “Look, 0 Brah¬ 
mins, at his golden armour: look at him, a father killed by his own 
son. Punish me, for I have killed my own father. Make me wander 
over the earth, to expiate my horrible deed. Slice his head in two, 
and let me carry the halves in my hands, for there is no other 
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expiation for me. Be happy, Ulupi—I have done what you wanted 
me to do.” He sighed, then spoke again, “O listen to me! All you 
creatures, big and small, moving and unmoving, listen to me! 
Listen to me, mother. Listen to me, daughter of the snake king. 
What I say is the truth. If my father does not revive, I will starve 
myself to death on this battlefield.” Determined, he sat down next 
to his mother, and closed his eyes. 

Ulupi remembered the gem that had the power of reviving a 
dead man; and immediately as she recalled it, it arrived on the 
field. She picked it up. 

“Rise, my son,” she said, “and do not grieve. All that you say 
was an illusion, wrought by me for the benefit of your father 
Arjuna. He has discovered your prowess. Take this gem, and place 
it on his chest.” 

Vabhruvahana did so, and Arjuna revived instantly, opening his 
eyes, red as if from a long sleep. 

“I must now go,” said Arjuna, “but I will see all of you again 
at the horse sacrifice.” 

Honoured by his son and obtaining his wives’ permission, he 
went away, following the sacred horse. 

Having wandered through the kingdoms along the coast, the 
horse turned his face in the direction of Hastinapura. At Rajgriha, 
he stopped, and Arjuna gave battle to the son of Sahadeva, ruler 
of that city. 

Subduing him, Arjuna moved further south, to the city of the 
Chedis, called Shuktimati. Here Sarabha, the son of Shishupala, 
was defeated by him. 

From there, Arjuna went to the territory of the Dasharnas, and 
subdued its ruler. Then he proceeded to the kingdom of the 
Nishadas, ruled by the valiant son of Ekalavya, whom also he sub¬ 
dued. Next was the kingdom of Gandharva, ruled by the son of 
Shakuni, who harboured bitter memories of Arjuna. Forbidden by 
the queen mother to continue the battle, the son of Shakuni accep¬ 
ted Arjuna’s instructions to appear in the court of Yudhishthira on 
the full moon ni 8ht of April and take part in the horse sacrifice. 
“You are my cousin,” said Arjuna, “and for the sake of Gandhari, 
and for the sake of Dhritarashtra, I have spared your life.” 

The sacred horse turned its face toward Hastinapura Messen- 
ers brought Yudhishthira the news of Arjuna’s arrival in the 
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kingdom. 

He said to Bhima, “Your younger brother has returned with the 
sacred horse. The full moon night has come. Ask the Brahmins to 
« choose a proper place for the horse sacrifice.” 

Bhima, happy that the curly-haired Arjuna had returned, began 
to supervise the construction of buildings and pavilions required 
for the sacrifice. Brahmins selected the spot; wide roads were made, 
and houses and mansions built round it. The ground was levelled, 
and daises raised of gold, encrusted with gems and diamonds. 
Golden columns and triumphal arches rose on all sides. Many 
mansions were constructed for the exclusive use of Brahmin 

guests. . . 

Bhima sent messengers to all the kings of the earth with invita¬ 
tions to the horse sacrifice. They came, bringing with them orna¬ 
ments, horses, weapons, and female slaves; and Yudhishthira pro¬ 
vided ’ them with the lavish hospitality of luxurious beds and the 
choicest foods and wines. 

The horse sacrifice commenced with elaborate polemics between 
eloquent logicians and philosophers, disputing the nature and 
cause of reality. The invited kings saw nothing in the sacred place 
that was not made of gold—water jars, cauldrons, jugs, lids, and 
covers, even the sacrificial stakes. The compound was filled with 
cows and buffaloes, wheat and corn, and heaps of expensive 
sweets. A hundred thousand Brahmins were first fed, while drums 
and cymbals sounded. Hills of food, tanks of curd, and lakes of 
ghee were consumed. 

" While the feasting went on, messengers announced the arrival of 
Arjuna in the city. Vabhruvahana, accompanied by Chitrangada 
and Ulupi, also arrived at this time. Kunti gave her daughters-in- 
law costly presents; so did Draupadi and Subhadra. 

On the third day began the actual sacrifice, and Vyasa instructed 
Yudhishthira to give dakshina to the priests and Brahmins present. 
Six stakes of bilva wood were planted, six of lchadiva wood, and 
six of saravavarnfn; two stakes were of deodar, and one of slesh- 
mataka Many other stakes of pure gold were planted for decora¬ 
tive purposes. Fine cloths covered them, and they shone like Indra 
and the seven sages of heaven. Golden bricks were used for making 
a decorative, four-layered structure. A golden bird, in the shape of 
Garuda, was carved and hammered out. Then the priests tied 
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animals and birds to the stakes, each assigned to its respective 
god. Altogether three hundred animals, including the sacred horse, 
were tied in this fashion. 

Yudhishthira distributed a thousand crores of gold coins to 
Brahmins, and to Vyasa he presented the whole earth. Vyasa ac¬ 
cepted it with these words, “What you give me I accept, and I 
return it to you. The earth is yours; give me gold.” Yudhishthira 
gave him gold coins worth three times the amount recommended 
in the scriptures. Vyasa divided the sum in four equal parts, and 
gave it to the sacrificial priests. The invited kings were given pre¬ 
sents of gems and diamonds, elephants, horses, and gold orna¬ 
ments, clothes and female slaves. Having satisfied all according to 
the requirements of status and merit, Yudhishthira declared the 
sacrifice over. 

Flowers were raining from the sky on Yudhishthira’s head when 
a blue-eyed mongoose, with half his body golden-coloured, sudden¬ 
ly appeared the said in a loud, clear voice: “This great horse 
sacrifice, O kings, is not worth a single grain of rice given by a 
virtuous Brahmin after the completion of his penance.” 

Surprised, they said, “Who are you? What do you mean?” 

The mongoose smiled and replied, “What I say is the truth. The 
whole of the glorious horse sacrifice is not worth a single grain of 
rice offered in humble devotion. Those were my words. What good 
is a huge sacrifice made with impure motives? Sincere penance is 
always greater than pompous piety.” 

Saying which, he disappeared. 
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The Pandavas ruled the kingdom for fifteen years, always acting 
on the advice of Dhritarashtra. Vidura, Sanjaya and Yuyutsu wait¬ 
ed patiently on him. They would all gather round his feet; and he 
would smell their heads affectionately. Draupadi, Subhadra, and 
the other Pandava ladies treated Dhritarashtra and Gandhari as 
their own father-in-law and mother-in-law. Expensive gifts were 
constantly made by Yudhishthira to the blind monarch. Vyasa 
would often come and recite the legends of holy sages. When 
Dhritarashtra exercised his powers of clemency on criminals con¬ 
demned to death, Yudhishthira did not object. Wine, fish, sherbet 
and honey were brought before him every day. Yudhishthira’s 
instructions were simple: the sonless Dhritarashtra must never be 
made to feel unhappy, every whim of his was to be satisfied. 
All of them obeyed, except Bhima. Bhima had not forgotten 
that Dhritarashtra permitted the gambling match which began it 
all. Unwillingly he agreed, but he only played at pleasing Dhrita¬ 
rashtra. 

None of the subjects suspected any lack of love between the 
blind monarch and the Pandavas, but secretly Bhima made his 
irritation known and felt. He bribed servants to disobey Dhrita¬ 
rashtra. One day, in the presence of Dhritarashtra and Gandhari, 
he slapped his arm-pits in defiance. Unable to suppress his hatred, 
he said, “These arms of mine have finished off the blind king’s 
sons. They are iron maces, these arms of mine. They send all fools 
to their death.” 

Gandhari ignored the words, but Dhritarashtra was deeply hurt, 
and, at the end of fifteen years, a profound despair and weariness 
overtook him. He did not say a word of this to any of the Pan¬ 
davas. But because he loved Nakula and Sahadeva specially for 
they looked after him with great care—he told them once. 

“It was my own folly that destroyed the Kauravas. I was a fool 
to make Duryodhana king. Fifteen years have passed, and I must 
expiate my sin before it is too late. I eat little these days: I eat to 
somehow stay alive. None knows this except Gandhari. My atten¬ 
dants think 1 eat normally. I dare not tell Yudhishthira for fear of 
hurting him. Sometimes, wearing only deerskin, I lie on the 
ground covered with thin kusha grass and pass my time in medita¬ 
tion. Gandhari does the same. We have lost a hundred sons.... 
But we do not mourn for them, for they died like brave 
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Kshatriyas.” 

One day he said to Yudhishthira, “Listen to me carefully. I bless 
you, Yudhishthira, for making me comfortable here these fifteen 

years. I have passed them happily. But now I want your permis¬ 
sion to retire to the woods, dressed in bark cloth, in the company 
of Gandhari. I will pass my life there, blessing you. We are old 
now: our children should rule in our place. You will share in our 
penance too, my son, for it is said that a king shares in everything 
that happens in his kingdom.” 

“Kingship for me will have no taste if you go, grieving in this 
fashion,” said Yudhishthira. “My kingdom is a disease, and I am 
its victim. I am not the king—you are the king, I depend on you. I 
had imagined that by gentleness and obedience I could soothe the 
fever in your heart.” 

“1 have made up my mind. It is best for my people that I retire 
to the woods,” said Dhritarashtra. 

Trembling a little, he said to Sanjaya and Kripa, “Persuade 
him on my behalf. My mind is joyless, my tongue tasteless. I can¬ 
not argue. I am an old man.” 

All life seemed suddenly to leave him Alarmed, Yudhishthira 
thought, “A king, once as strong as an elephant, now leans on a 
woman! A king, who once crushed the iron image of Bhirna with 
his bare hands, now leans on a woman! Shame on me for letting 
this happen. Shame on my wisdom and my dharma! If he and 
Gandhari decide to fast, I will fast also.” 

With his own hand, Yudhishthira applied cold water on Dhrita- 
rashtra’s face and chest; at the touch of Yudhishthira’s hand, aus¬ 
picious with jewels and scented with medicinal herbs, the old 
monarch seemed to revive. 

Vyasa said to Yudhishthira, “Let him have his desire. He is old 
and without sons. He does not have long to live.” 

' Because you are our guru, I respect you as a son would respect 
a father,” said Yudhishthira. “I will follow your advice.” 

With Yudhishthira’s permission, Dhritarashtra, followed by 
Gandhari, went to his palace. He walked slowly and with difficulty, 
like an old leader of an elephant herd. He performed the morning 
rituals and took a little food. The Pandavas come and sat round 
him; and he said to Yudhishthira, “Keep dharma always in mind 
when you govern the kingdom. Reward those of your subjects 
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who deserve to be rewarded. Don’t allow any skills to decay. 
Consider deeply the problems of war—and the problems of peace. 
But what need I add to the advice already given you by Bhishma, 
Krishna, and Vidura?” 

Next morning Dhritarashtra sent Vidura to Yudhishthira’s 
palace. “King Dhritarashtra has performed the preliminary rites 
before retirement to the woods,” he said. “He will leave the city 
on the first full moon night of October. But he wants some wealth 
from you because he wishes to perform the final funeral ceremony 
of Bhishma, Drona, and his hundred sons; if you allow it, he 
wishes to perform the same ceremony for the wicked Jayadratha.” 

The message pleased Yudhishthira and Arjuna, but Bhima did 
not hide his anger. “He’s retiring to the woods,” Arjuna whisper¬ 
ed to Bhima, “don’t be a fool!” 

But Bhima said angrily, “Why should we give him wealth for 
his funeral ceremony? Weren’t his sons responsible for our 
twelve-year exile? Did Dhritarashtra lift a finger to stop them 
then?” 

Yudhishthira cut him short and ordered him to keep silent. 

“You are my elder brother, Bhima, and I will not say anything 
more because it is my duty to respect you,” said Arjuna. 

Yudhishthira turned to Vidura and said, “Tell the noble Dhrita¬ 
rashtra that as much wealth as he needs for the final obsequies 
will be supplied. And Bhima will agree, whether he likes it or 
not.” 

Bhima cast angry glances around him but did not speak. 

When the time of retirement came, Dhritarashtra summoned the 
Pandavas to his palace, and advised them further. 

The citizens thronged terraces and streets in order to watch the 
departure. Kunti insisted on accompanying the old blind monarch 
and Gandhari into voluntary exile in the forest, but Yudhishthira 
held her back, and said, “Not you. I will go. Return to the city, 
and look after your daughters-in-law.” But Kunti, crying and 
without answering him, ran after the old couple, and caught hold 
ofGandhari’s hand. 

“I will live with you in the forest. I will smear my body with 
dust and engage in penance, serving my father-in-law and mother- 
in-law,” she said. 

Deeply hurt, Yudhishthira was silent for a while; then he said 
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to his mother, “This is a strange decision, mother. Don’t do it. I 
cannot give you permission. How can you leave us, the kingdom, 
and your daughter-in-law alone? Think again, mother.” 

She heard; there were tears in her eyes; but she continued to 


follow Gandhari. _ 

Bhima pleaded, “Please, mother, think of the royal duties to be 
done in the city! Why did you bring us up at all if you must leave 
us when we need you most? Look, the twins are beside themselves 
with sorrow. Listen to the words of Yudhishthira.’ 

She looked at her children, but kept walking. Controlling her 
tears, she said, “When you lost your kingdom, I tried to prevent 
you from losing heart also, by inspiring you with courage and 
fortitude. I put courage in you then because I wanted you to come 
out unbroken from your exile. I put courage in Bhima because I 
wanted him not to lose faith in his strength of ten thousand ele¬ 
phants. I put courage in Nakula and Sahadeva to prevent them 
from dying of thirst and hunger. I did all this because I wanted 
Draupadi not to accept her insult in the gambling hall. You re¬ 
member, Bhima, how Duhshasana dragged her, while in her period, 
like a plantain tree, when she had been won, as if she was no 
better than a slave. I gave you courage, my sons, because I did not 
want to see the race of Pandu die. Now, leave me alone. Let me 
follow my dharma. Be noble.” 

Ashamed, the Pandavas stopped. The others returned to the city, 
but Yudhishthira, Vidura and Sanjaya followed them to the forest. 
Vidura and Sanjaya spread kusha grass on the ground as a bed for 
Dhritarashtra; beside it, they made another for Gandhari. Kunti 
lay down happily next to Gandhari. 

In this way, Dhritarashtra and his followers dedicated them¬ 
selves to the pursuit of merit by penance. Gandhari and Kunti 
dressed in tree-bark and deer-skin. Controlling thought, word, and 
deed, they continued their meditations, until Dhritarashtra was 
reduced, like a great ascetic, to mere skin and bones. Vidura and 
Sanjaya, with singleminded devotion, performed exactly the same 


penance as the blind monarch. 

Meanwhile, great sorrow prevailed in the capital, afflicting the 
Pandavas as well as the citizens. Unable to endure the pain of 
separation, Yudhishthira ordered a large procession of soldiers and 
citizens to proceed to the forest. Yudhishthira and his brothers sat 
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around Dhritarashtra. 

“Are you happy, Yudhishthira? Are the citizens happy and 
prosperous? Is there peace in the kingdom?” asked Dhritarashtra. 
“Accept from me these gifts of water, fruits, and roots. It is said 
that what a host eats himself, he should offer to his guests.” 

Yudhishthira ate the fruits and roots, and drank the water. Then 
the brothers made their beds under the tree, and passed the night 
in peaceful sleep. 

In the morning they met Vyasa who said, “I see there is still 
sorrow in your hearts. Come with me to the river Bhagirathi, where 
I shall dispel your grief. I will give you a vision of the dead 
warriors.” 

The entire company moved toward the Bhagirathi; a surging sea 
of people, they camped on the banks. That day passed like a 
whole year, while they waited for the night to bring them a vision 
of the dead heroes. The sun sank in the sacred western waters, as, 
bathing the Bhagirathi, they finished their evening devotions. 

When night came, they went to Vyasa. 

Dhritarashtra sat with the Pandavas and Brahmins, 

The ladies sat in a group, with Gandhari. 

The citizens lined up in priority of age. 

Then Vyasa summoned the dead heroes. 

There was a roar heard from the waters, 

A noise of the clash of opposed armies. 

Led by Bhishma and Drona, they rose, 

Thousands of dead kings rose from the Bhagirathi. 

Virata, and Draupadi, and the sons of Draupadi, 

The son of Subhadra, the rakshasa Ghatotkacha, 

Kama, Duryodhana, and Shakuni, 

The sons of Dhritarashtra, headed by Duhshasana, 
Lakshmana, the son of Duryodhana, 

Bhagadatta, Shalya, and all the other heroes, 

Too many to be named one by one. 

They rose shining from the waters, 

Clothed in divine dresses and glittering earrings, 

Freed from hate, pride, anger, and jealousy. 

Around them stood apsaras, nymphs of heaven. 
Dhritarashtra saw them all with special vision, 
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Gandhari saw her hundred sons. 

They rejoiced. 

But the others stood spellbound, 

Their hair standing on end, gazing 

At the petrified procession of dead heroes. 

Cleansed of hate and jealousy, 

Son met father and mother, wife met husband, 

Friend greeted friend. 

The Pandavas met Kama, 

And embraced him. * 

A scene of reconciliation: 

No grief, no fear, no suspicion, no reproach. 

Nothing but the meeting of loving minds. 

The night passed in this manner. 

Then it was over: 

They all vanished suddenly, dismissed by Vyasa; 

Chariots and warriors plunged in the sacred Bhagirathi. 

The Pandavas returned to Hastinapura, and two more years passed. 
One day the sage of heaven, Narada, came to the capital, and was 
respectfully received by Yudhishthira. 

“I see you after such a long time,” said Yudhishthira. “What 
may I do for you, O learned Brahmin? Tell us the story of your 
travels.” 

“I have been to many holy rivers,” replied Narada. “I am com¬ 
ing from the Bhagirathi.” 

“Did you see Dhritarashtra? How are Gandhari, Kunti, and 
Sanjaya? I have news that they are still engaged in the practice of 
strict penance.” 

“Listen carefully and calmly while I tell you what I have seen 
and heard,” replied Narada. “When you left, Dhritarashtra began 
the severest self-mortification. He put pebbles in his mouth, and 
lived only on air; he would not speak a word to anyone. In six 
months’ time he became a bundle of bones. Gandhari lived on 
Water, but Kunti took food at monthly intervals. Sanjaya ate spar¬ 
ingly every sixth day. Dhritarashtra began to wander aimlessly in 
the forest. The two queens and Sanjaya followed him, and Sanjaya 
guided him whenever he got the chance. One day he came to a 
spot near of the Ganga and, finishing his bath in the sacred river, 
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he rose to return to his ashrama. But a fierce forest fire broke 
out: it spread fast, burning trees and animals. Snakes and boars 
fled to the safety of the marshes. The king, weak and tired, unable 
to run because of his severe fasting, said to Sanjaya, ‘Go, Sanjaya, 
save yourself. We will perish in this fire and go to heaven.’ The 
two queens were also too emanciated to attempt to escape from 
the fire. But Sanjaya said, ‘This is not a sacred fire. I will not go.’ 
‘Go!’ repeated Dhritarashtra. ‘Water, fire, wind, and fasting are 
good for ascetics ’ He turned his face to the east, and sat down, 
with Gandhari and Kunti, to concentrate his mental energies. 
Sanjaya walked round him, and said, ‘May you succeed in your 
yoga.’ Controlling all their energies, Dhritarashtra, Gandhari, and 
Kunti sat as still as wooden pillars. They perished in the fire. 
Sanjaya escaped. I met him near the Ganga in the company of 
some ascetics. He bid them farewell and went off to the region of 
the Himalayas. Later, I saw the burnt bodies of the King and the 
two queens. Do not grieve, Yudhishthira: they died happy, as they 
wanted to die.” 

From the inner apartments of the palace came the sound of 
loud lamentation. 
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In the thirty sixth year after the battle, many disturbing omens were 
seen by Yudhishthira. Dry, dusty storms blew into the city; birds 
wheeled backward; rivers flowed in reverse; a great fog always 
obscured the horizon; meteors crashed on the earth, scattering 
y showers of flaming debris; darkness shrouded the sun; headless 
human bodies wandered at sunrise; brick-red nimbuses daily ringed 
the sun and moon. 

One day during that year, the Yadavas, heroes of Krishna’s clan, 
saw Vishvamitra, Kanva, and Narada enter the city of Dvaraka. 
They disguised Shamba as a woman, and said to the three sages, 
“This lady, the wife of the illustrious Vabhra, wants a son. What 
kind of son will she have?” 

The sages, undeceived, replied, “Shamba will bring forth an iron 
club for the destruction, of the Yadavas. Wicked and foolish men, 
pride has turned your heads—you will destroy your own race. 
Only Krishna and his elder brother Balarama will escape death at 
your hands. Balarama will enter the ocean, and a hunter named 
Jara will kill Krishna.” 

/ The sages went to Krishna’s palace and informed him of the 
coming doom. Krishna summoned the Yadavas and repeated the 
prophecy; then he retired to his room. 

Next day, Shamba brought forth an ugly iron club, looking like a 
giant harbinger of death. The Yadava king Ugrasena ordered the 
club to be ground into a fine powder, and the powder scattered on 
the sea. A royal proclamation was issued forbidding the manufac¬ 
ture and sale of intoxicating wines and liquors under penalty of 
impalement at the stake. 

But fatal Time, bald-headed, bronze-skinned, stalked the streets; 

his fierce eyes peered inside every house. Rats and mice in este 

the streets; during the night they nibbled at the hair and nai s o 
the sleeping inhabitants. Earthen pots cracked without cause, 
mynas chattered maddeningly day and night inside the houses; 

goats howled like jackals; asses were born to cows, elephants to 

mules, cats to bitches, and mice to mongooses. 

The Yadavas behaved shamelessly. Brahmins, gods and ances¬ 
tors were insulted everywhere; even gurus and elders were not 
spared. Wives and husbands indulged in constant adultery. Fires 
began to cast shadows on their left. Clean boiled food, brought 
fresh from the kitchen, festered suddenly with worms when served 
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to guests. When Brahmins received gifts or blessed the time of 
day, or when ascetics sat down to meditate, the sudden pattering 
of innumerable invisible feet was heard. The lunar fortnight show¬ 
ed eccentric signs. 

Noticing these omens, Krishna called the Yadavas and said, 
“Rahu makes the fourteenth day of the moon into the fifteenth 
again. This happened once before, when the Kauravas and Pan- 
davas made plans to destroy themselves. The hour of our destruc¬ 
tion has come.” He said this, remembering the prophecy of 
Gandhari, and desirous of making her words come true. He order¬ 
ed a mass pilgrimage of the Yadavas to the sea coast for the pur¬ 
pose of bathing in the sacred waters of the ocean. 

At night the Yadava women dreamt of a black hag with white 
teeth, who laughed wildly and ran through the streets of Dvaraka, 
snapping the sacred threads on all the ladies’ wrists. The men had 
nightmares in which vultures gorged on their flesh while they slept, 
rakshasas stole their ornaments, umbrellas, flags, and armour, and 
Krishna s iron discus flew away in the sky. In front of Krishna s 
charioteer, Daruka, the chariot was dragged by its four horses, j 
who galloped away with it on the waters of the ocean. 

. imping in Prabhasa, the Yadavas gave themselves up to feast- 
J ng and merriment. Food cooked for the highest Brahmins was 
mixed with urine and fed to apes and monkeys. Then began the 
great drinking bout. The field resounded with the revels of actors 
and dancers performing to the accompaniment of trumpets. Bala- 
rama drank in Krishna’s presence; so did others. 

Flushed with wine, Satyaki, laughing, insulted Kritavarman in 
everyone s presence, saying, “What kind of Kshatriya is he who 
slaughters defenceless warriors in their sleep? Run off! We have 
nothing to do with you.” 

Kritavarman derisively pointed his left hand at Satyaki and re¬ 
torted, “What about you, who killed Bhurishravas when he was 
engaged in meditation?” 

Krishna glanced angrily at Kritavarman 

Satyaki said, “Today I will kill you even as you killed the sleep¬ 
ing sons of Draupadi with the help of Ashvatthaman.” 

Satyaki rushed at Kritavarman, and with a single blow severed 
his head from his body; then, sword in hand, he ran amok, hitting 
right and left, till Krishna restrained his frenzy. 
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But the Bhojas and Andhakas rose against the single Satyaki: 
they struck him mercilessly with their wine pots. Krishna s son 
Pradyumna, by his wife Rukmini, rushed to defend Satyaki. But 
the mob beat both to death. Enraged, Krishna picked up a fistful 
of eraka grass; each blade changed into a dangerous iron club, as 
he hurled it at them with the impact of thunder. In the dreadful 
carnage that followed, son killed father, and father kilted son. 

Krishna stood apart, watching the scene, a deadly blade of grass 
in his hand. 

Daruka said to Krishna, “Let us find Balarama. He is not here.” 

They discovered Balarama meditating, sitting on the ground, 
resting against a tree trunk in a secluded spot. Go quickly to 
Arjuna,” Krishna ordered Daruka, “and tell him the Yadavas 
have begun to destroy themselves. ’ To Vabhru he said. Go quick¬ 
ly and make arrangements for the protection of the women. See 
that robbers, tempted by their jewellery, don’t waylay them.” 

Still drunk and despondent, Vabhru left, but the moment he 
took a few steps away from Krishna, an iron club leapt by itself on 
him and slew him. 

“Wait for me here,” Krishna said to Balarama, while I go and 
arrange for the safety of the ladies.” 

To his father Vasudeva in Dvaraka he said, “Look after the 
women until Arjuna arrives. I must go to Balarama who is waiting 
for me near the forest.” He touched his father’s feet with his head, 
and rose to leave. 

A loud wail rose from the women and children. 

Krishna consoled them, saying, “Wait for Arjuna. He is coming. 
He will help you.” 

When he returned, he saw Balarama rapt in yoga and an enor¬ 
mous snake issuing slowly from his mouth. It had red eyes, a 
thousand heads, it was mountainous, and as it emerged it began 
crawling toward the ocean. The ocean rose to receive and honour 
him; and Balarama departed in this manner from the mortal world. 

Krishna wandered in the forest for some time, lost in thought. 
Recalling Gandhari’s curse, he immersed himself in yoga. Recal¬ 
ling that the sage Durvasas had made all parts of his body invulner¬ 
able except his feet, he sat down to meditate. A hunter named 
Jara passed by that way and, mistaking Krishna for a deer, shot 
an arrow which pierced Krishna’s heel. When Jara approached, he 
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saw a many-armed man in an ochre robe, rapt in yoga. He fell at 
Krishna’s feet, begging forgiveness. Consoling him, Krishna 
ascended to heaven, where Indra received him, amid songs of 
praise by the gathered gandharvas and gods and goddesses. 


Meanwhile, Daruka brought Arjuna news of the suicidal slaugh¬ 
ter with maces by the Yadavas. Arjuna, agitated, bid his brothers 
farewell, and hurried to Dvaraka. The city looked like a bereaved 
wife. As soon as they saw Arjuna, the sixteen thousand wives of 
Krishna began to lament loudly. Krishna’s father Vasudeva 
embraced Arjuna and, remembering his dead sons, brothers, 
grandsons and friends, sobbed, and said, “Look, I am still alive! 
They are all dead, but I am alive.” 

Arjuna said, “The world without Krishna is to me joyless ... .1 
must take the women to the safety of Indraprastha.” To Daruka 
he said, “Take me to the leaders of the Yadavas.” 

When mourning citizens and disconsolate officers had assembled, 
he said, “Before the ocean swallows this city, I will lead all the 
citizens to safety. Get in your chariots, collect your wealth and 
belongings. We set out from the city on the seventh day from 
today, at sunrise. Hurry!” 

Next morning Vasudeva passed away peacefully, immersed in 
yoga. Again there was lamentation from the ladies of the palace, 
who beat their breasts and cast away their ornaments and garlands. 
Devaki, Bhadra, Rohini and Madira ascended the funeral pyre of 
their lord and were consumed with him. 

Sadly, Arjuna performed the last rites. 

On the seventh day, a great caravan of horses, chariots, bullocks, 
mules, camels and people set out from the city. It comprised old 
men and women, warriors and children, foot-soldiers, and elephant 
drivers, Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas and rich Shudras, and 
Krishna s sixteen thousand wives. 

They had barely reached the outskirts when a great wave from 
the shark-and-crocodile infested ocean rose and flooded the city. 

It followed in their wake, flooding whichever part the caravan 
covered. They moved faster, exclaiming, “Strange is Fate! Marvel¬ 
lous is Fate!” 

Arjuna made the ladies rest in lovely forests, near soothing 
rivers. He pitched camp in the land of the five rivers, rich in corn 
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and cattle. Here the robbers conspired to loot the lavish caravan. 
“There’s only one bowman to defend them. The Yadavas are 
dispirited. There are only ladies and children to fight us,” they 
said among themselves. Armed with clubs, they attacked in hordes, 
creating confusion by wild lion-roars and shouts. 

Arjuna stopped, turned, and rushed to the place of attack. 
Smiling he said, “You will regret this day. Today my arrows will 
kill all of you.” Disregarding his words, they swooped on him. 
With great difficulty Arjuna strung his Gandiva bow. Mentally he 
summoned his divine weapons—but none came. He felt ashamed. 
He saw the robbers attack indiscriminately; he saw the Yadavas 
helpless, unable to throw back the looters; he saw some lovely 
ladies dragged away, and others go willingly. He fired as many 
arrows as he had; they were soon exhausted. Previously his 
Gandiva quiver was inexhaustible. He hit out wildly with his bow 
and his conch. He breathed heavily, knowing that his powers had 
failed him, and blamed all on Fate. 

With a few Yadava men and women, whom the robbers spared, 
he entered Indraprastha. There Rukmini and other queens, despite 
his protests, ascended the funeral pyre; others, including Satyabh- 
ama, retired to the forest in order to do penance; the men scat¬ 
tered in small groups. 

Arjuna, sadly, went to the ashrama of Vyasa. He saw Vyasa 
meditating in a tranquil spot. 

“I am Arjuna.” He waited. 

“You are welcome,” said Vyasa. “Sit down.” Noticing Arjuna 
breathing heavily, he asked, “What is the matter? Has someone 
sprinkled you with polluted water? Have you killed a Brahmin? 
Have you slept with a woman in her period? Have you lost a 
battle?” 

“Krishna is dead,” replied Arjuna. “His eyes were like large 
lotus petals. Iron maces have destroyed the Yadavas. It has been 
a dreadful killing! Not one hero escaped. Five hundred thousand 
warriors killed with maces that sprang from blades of eraka grass 
Life without Krishna has no joy for me. Tell me what is good for 
me. I am a wanderer with a hollow heart. My kinsmen are dead 
And I am impotent.” 

“It’s the Brahmin’s curse that caused all this,” Vyasa said, “ft 
was written thus, and it had to happen. Krishna could have preven- 
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ted it, but he allowed it to happen So you see there is no reason 
for you to grieve Behind everything, Arjuna, is the hand of Time. 
Kala is the seed of the universe. Kala gives and Kala takes away. 
Kala inspires, and Kala frustrates. Today you are a master and 
rule others, tomorrow you are a servant and are ruled. Today you 
are weaponless, impotent; tomorrow you may not be. But your 
time has come—you must now seek the highest goal.” 

Arjuna returned to Hastinapura, and informed Yudhishthira of 
all that had taken place 


















nriio (Seventeenth c Boob: 
<7 no Msant- 















After hearing the details of the ruin of the Vrishnis, Yudhishthira 
decided to renounce the world. 

He said to Arjuna, “You are wise, you know Time cooks us all. 
We are all trussed-up victims of Time.” 

Arjuna kept repeating, “Time, Time, Kala, Kala.” He agreed 
with Yudhishthira. 

Yudhishthira handed over the kingdom to Yuyutsu, the son of 
Dhritarashtra by a low-caste maid. 

Tie placed Parikshit also on the throne and, in great sorrow, 
said to Subhadra: “Parikshit, son of your son, will be the king 
of the Kuru race. He will rule in his capital Hastinapura. Look 
after him. See that he does nothing contrary to dharma.” 

To please and honour Krishna, Yudhishthira gifted jewellery, 
clothes, villages, horses, chariots, and female attendants in hund¬ 
reds and thousands to deserving Brahmins. 

He summoned his citizens and announced his decision to renou¬ 
nce the world. Yudhishthira, son of Dharma, King of the Kurus, 
took off his royal ornaments and put on a dress of tree-bark. 
Bhima, Arjuna, the twins, and shining Draupadi did the same. 

They looked exactly as they did in the past when the six, after 
the defeat in the dice game, left the capital and went into exile. 
This time, they looked happy. 

Ulupi, daughter of the Naga chief and wife of Arjuna, dived 
back into the waters of the Ganga. Arjuna’s other wife Chitrangada 
returned to Manipura. The elderly ladies of the Kuru race formed 
a circle round their grandson Parikshit. 

Firm in yoga, determined on renunciation, the Pandava mahat¬ 
mas travelled through many countries and crossed many seas and 
rivers. 

Yudhishthira led the party. Behind him, Bhima; then Arjuna; 
then the twins in order of birth; and finally, Draupadi, the dark- 
skinned lady of loveliness with eyes like lotus petals. 

Trailing them was a dog. 

They came to the sea of red water. Arjuna flung his Gandiva 
bow and two inexhaustible quivers in the waves. 

The Pandavas then turned south. When they reached the north¬ 
ern coast of the salt sea, they moved to the south-west and, a 
little later, directly westwards until they came to the city of 
Dvaraka flooded under ocean water. 
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From here, they turned north, and proceeded steadily in that 
direction. 

They came to the tall mountain Himavat and, crossing it, found 
themselves facing a massive sandy plateau. They saw, in the 
distance, the tallest peak of all, the top of the huge mountain 
called Meru. 

Inspired by the intensity of their yoga, they climbed Meru. But 
Draupadi’s yoga failed her, and she collapsed on the slope. 

Mighty Bhima asked truthful Yudhishthira, “She never did any¬ 
thing wrong. Why has she fallen?” 

“We all loved her equally,” replied Yudhishthira, “but she 
favoured Arjuna. Today she pays the price for her partiality.” 

Yudhishthira continued to climb, with full concentration. 

Then Sahadeva collapsed. 

Bhima asked Yudhishthira, “He was always humble and never 
failed to serve us. Why has he fallen?” 

Yudhishthira replied, “He believed that no one equalled him in 
wisdom. Today he pays for that mistake.” 

Leaving Sahadeva behind, Yudhishthira kept climbing, followed 
by his brothers and the dog. 

Next brave Nakula, who loved his kinsmen greatly and who had 
witnessed Draupadi and Sahadeva fall, himself collapsed. 

Seeing handsome and heroic Nakula fall, Bhima said to Yudhish¬ 
thira, Our handsome brother Nakula was perfect in dharma, and 
obeyed us always.” 

“He was intelligent,” replied Yudhishthira, “and he had dharma. 
But he thought none in the world was as handsome as he. That is 
why he has fallen today. A man must accept his destiny.” 

Arjuna saw Nakula and the others fall, and was deeply pained. 

Then it was the turn of Arjuna, white-horse-rider and foe-slayer, 
to collapse. 

When Arjuna, who had the energy of Indra, fell and almost 
breathed his last, Bhima said to Yudhishthira, “This mahatma 
never spoke a lie. As far as I can remember, he did not lie even 
in jest. What wrong has he done to be stricken thus?” 

Yudhishthira replied, “Arjuna promised to destroy all his 
enemies in one day. He was a proud hero, but he failed to keep 
his word. So he falls today. He had nothing but contempt for 
other archers. That is not the way to prosper in life.” 
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Yudhishthira kept climbing. 

Then Bhima collapsed. 

He fell, and shouted, “Look! I whom you loved dearly, have 
fallen. Why?” 

Yudhishthira replied, “You were a great boaster and a great 
g^Ter. It never occurred to you to think of the needs of others when 
you ate. That is why you have fallen.” 

Yudhishthira kept climbing. He did not look back. The only 
one following him now was the dog. 

A tremendous noise suddenly shook sky and earth, and Indra 
descended in a chariot into which he invited Yudhishthira to 
enter. 

Yudhishthira said to the thousand-eyed god, “My brothers have 
all collapsed on the way. Where I go, they must come too. I do 
not want heaven without them. Our gentle wife also should accom¬ 
pany us. Grant me this request.” 

Indra replied, “You will meet your brothers in heaven. They 
have arrived there ahead of you. They are all there, including 
Draupadi. Do not worry, Yudhishthira. Theyheve left their bodies 
on earth. You, however, must go bodily to heaven. It is so 

ordained.” „ . . 

“Lord of past and present,” said Yudhishthira, you see this 

dog who has faithfully followed me. I have begun to love him. 

Let him come with me.” . 

Indra said, “Today you have been granted immortality, inhnite 

prosperity, absolute success, and divine delight. Forget the dog. 

No wrong will be done if you do.” 

Yudhishthira said, “Thousand-eyed one, right-acting one, it is 
hard for a good man to do a deed that violates goodness. o no 
want a reward, no matter how wonderful, that requires me to 
abandon someone who is devoted to me.” 

Indra replied, “Heaven has no arrangement for people with 
dogs. Think it over, good Yudhishthira. My suggestion is, forget 
the dog. No wrong will be done if you do.” 

Yudhishthira said, “To abandon anyone who is devoted is im¬ 
moral. It is as immoral as killing a Brahmin. Great Indra, I will 
not abandon this dog even if it means losing heavenly happiness. 
I am firm in my vow—I will not abandon a person who is in great 
fear, nor one who is devoted to me, nor one who is suffering, nor 
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one who is too weak to protect himself, nor one who begs for his 
life. I will die before I abandon such a person.” 

“What’s a dog?” said Indra. “The presence of dog pollutes gifts 
and libations offered in the sacred fire. Forget this dog. Forget him 
and achieve the state of the gods. After all, you abandoned your 
brothers and Draupadi. Your good karma has earned you the de¬ 
lights of heaven. Why are you so confused? You have renounced 
everything. What prevents you from renouncing this dog?” 

Yudhishthira said, “The three worlds know that one can neither 
make friends with the dead nor have enmity with the dead. My 
brothers and Draupadi died. It was not in my power to bring 
them back to life. So I left them behind. But I did not forsake 
them while they were living. To forsake any faithful creature is like 
harming a person who has sought your protection, or like killing 
a woman, or stealing from a Brahmin, or wishing ill of a friend. 

No sooner had Yudhishthira finished speaking than the dog 
transformed himself into the god of Dharma. Pleased, Dharma 
praised Yudhishthira with these sweet words: 

You are noble and intelligent, and as moral in your behaviour 
ss Pandu was. You have compassion for all living creatures, 
Yudhishthira, and you have shown it in action. Once before I 
tested you, in the forest of Dvaita, where your brave brothers were 
put under a spell by Death. On that occasion, you desired the life 
of Nakula because that was the way to ensure the welfare of your 
stepmother Madri. No one in heaven can equal you; the world of 
infinite happiness is now yours. Your goals were always high and 

unselfish and pure. You have deserved the reward that is richly 
yours.” 

Placing Yudhishthira in a chariot, Dharma, Indra, the gods and 
divine rishis ascended heavenwards. The sky shone with their com- 
bined radiance. 

Eloquent Narada, the rishi of heaven, said: “The glory of 
Yudhishthira’s achievements excels the glory of all the royal rishis. 
His fame and goodness have granted him the unique privilege of 
ascending bodily to heaven.” 

Yudhishthira paid homage to the gods and royal rishis and said: 
Wherever my brothers are, there I will go. It may be a place of 
happiness, or it may be a place of sorrow. I have no desire to go 
any place else, no matter how special.” 



Indra listened to Yudhishthira, and said: “Live here, Yudhish- 
thira. Your good karma has earned you this special place. The 
success you have achieved is not likely to be achieved by anyone 
else. Why are you still affected by human feelings? Your brothers 
have attained the world of heaven. You are still bound by human 
feelings. Look, here is heaven—you can join the divine rishis and 
perfected mortals who have achieved a place in the realm of the 
gods.” 

Intelligent Yudhishthira replied to the king of the gods: “I will 
not be separated from them; I will go where my brothers are; I 
will go where the excellent, dark-complexioned, lovely-figured, 
intelligent and moral Draupadi is.” 
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The first spectacle that Yudhishthira saw when he entered heaven 
was Duryodhana gloriously ensconced in a beautiful seat, and radia¬ 
ting a heroic sun-like splendour. 

A fit of anger overcame Yudhishthira. He turned away his face, 
and said loudly: “I have no desire to share heaven with greedy and 
short-sighted Duryodhana. He persecuted us and sent us into exile 
in the forest; he provoked us to kill so many of our friends and 
relatives in the great war; he ordered our lovely wife Draupadi to 
be dragged before her elders in the assembly hall. Listen to me, 
gods! I do not wish even to see his face! I want to go where my 
brothers are.” 

Narada smiled, and said: “There are no enmities in heaven, 
your majesty. Take back all that you said about Duryodhana. 
Listen to me. Raja Duryodhana is respected as a god by his follo¬ 
wers who are also now in heaven. He offered his body as a sacri¬ 
fice in the fire of battle, and he has attained the reward that is 
reserved for the finest heroes. True, he persecuted you and your 
brothers on earth. But his adherence to the Kshatriya code has 
brought him to heaven. The most terrifying situation never terrified 
him. Child, forget the humiliation of the dice game. Forget the 
insult to Draupadi. Forget the horrors and meanness of the great 
war. You are in heaven now: meet Duryodhana with dignity and 
courtesy. No hatred here, no bitterness.” 

Yudhishthira said: “If heaven is the place for the immoral friend- 
killer and world-destroyer Duryodhana, who laid waste the earth 
with all her horses and elephants and humans, who infuriated us 
into taking revenge, then show me the place where my mahatma 
brothers are, who were always truthful and brave and strict-vow- 
ed. Where is Dhrishtadyumna—and Satyaki? Where are the sons 
°f Dhrishtadyumna and the other Kshatriya chiefs who followed 
the Kshatriya code in every detail? Narada, show me Virata, 
Drupada, Shikhandin, the sons of Draupadi, and resolute Abhi- 
manyu. I do not see them here. Where is Kama, and where is 
Arjuna? Where is Draupadi? Take me away from here. This is not 
heaven. Heaven is where my brothers are.” 

“Child,” said the gods, “if you wish to go there, then let us 
hurry.” 

They turned to the divine guide, saying, “Take Yudhishthira to 
his friends and relatives.” 
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The divine guide led the way. Yudhishthira followed. The path 
was rough and difficult and filthy. A heavy darkness obscured it. 


Instead of grass, hair. 

Stinking with stench, marrow-miry, blood-bespattered. 
Flies, bees, hornets, bears. 

Festering corpses. 

Bones filled with worm-pus. 

Ringed with fire. 

Crows and iron-beaked vultures. 


Needle-mouthed blood-sucking spirits. 

Huge hills, high as the Vindhya range. 

Legless and armless corpses. 

Guts strewn all over. 

But Yudhishthira, man of dharma, persevered. 
A river of scalding water. 

A razor-leafed forest. 

A desert of white-hot sand. 

Rocks and stones of steel. 

Iron cauldrons with boiling oil. 


. Yudhishthira turned to the divine guide and asked: “How long 

is this path? Where are my brothers? Is this also a part of 
heaven?” 

The divine guide stopped. “This is the end. I was ordered by the 
gods to stop here. If you are tired, your majesty, we can return.” 

The stench was overpowering. 

Yudhishthira, bewildered and lost, decided to return. 

A pitiful wail rose around him. A multitudinous lament. 

Son of Dharma, royal rishi, son of Pandu! Be gracious to us! 
Stay here! When you came, a soft breeze began blowing. You 
came like a breath of sweet fragrance. You brought us infinite 
relief. We saw you, and we became happy. Son of Kunti, stay a 
few moments more, let us remain happy a few more moments. As 
long as you are here, we feel no pain.” 

Compassion stirred in Yudhishthira’s heart and he said loudly, 
“O how pitiful!” 

He stood there, unmoving. He vaguely recalled the sad, lost, 
wailing voices, but he could not place them exactly. 
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Puzzled, Dharma’s son Yudhishthira asked: “Who are you? Why 
are you here?” 

The voices spoke up, in a circular, all-surrounding lament. 

“I am Kama!” 

“I am Bhima!” 

“I am Arjuna!” 

“I am Nakula!” 

“I am Sahadeva!” 

“I am Dhritarashtra!” 

“I am Draupadi!” 

“We are Draupadi’s sons!” 

Yudhishthira heard the anguished voices, and thought: What a 
terrible karma ! He said to himself: “What immoral deeds must 
Kama and Draupadi’s sons have committed to be consigned to 
this foul-smelling region? I did not think they did any great wrong, 
ever. What noble deed did Dhritarashtra’s son Duryodhana do to 
enable him and even his followers to attain such a glorious place? 
He shines like Indra himself, and he is worshipped like Indra. And 
how did these get only hell? All were heroes, all were truthful, all 
practised dharma and studied the Vedas, all performed sacrifices, 
all gave gifts to Brahmins, all abided by the rules of Kshatriya 
honour. Am I asleep, am I awake? Am I in my senses? Am I 
hallucinating? What has happened?” 

Tortured with indecision, anxiety, and grief, Yudhishthira asked 
himself these questions. 

Then he could not control himself, and burst into a tirade 
a gainst the gods, condemning even Dharma. 

The stench made his head reel. He said to the guide. Go! Re¬ 
turn to those who sent you. Tell them I will stay here because my 
Presence here gives comfort to my brothers.” 

The divine guide returned to Indra and reported all that Yudhi¬ 
shthira had done and said. 

In an instant Indra, followed by the gods, appeared before 
Yudhishthira. So did the god of Dharma. The lustrous bodies of 
the assembly of so many gods dispelled the darkness. The caul¬ 
drons and iron rocks vanished. The torments ceased. The horrend- 
ous corpses disappeared. A soft, scented, cool, pure breeze began 
blowing. 

All the gods were present: the Maruts with Indra, the Vasus 
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with the twin Ashvins, the Sadhyas, Rudras, Adityas, the perfec¬ 
ted mortals and the great rishis . Radiant Indra comforted Yudhi- 
shthira. 

“Come to us, Yudhishthira,” he said, “the illusion is over. You 
have triumphed. Do not be angry. Listen to me. Child, every king 
gets a glimpse of hell. Life is an ambivalent mixture of good and 
bad. The man who first tastes the fruits of his good karma must 
next taste hell. The man who first tastes hell must later experience 
heaven. The man whose bad deeds exceed his good, enjoys heaven 
first. So, for your welfare, I sent you here first for the experience 
of hell. Now you will taste the fruits of your good and noble 
deeds, and live in the regions you have earned by the strength of 
your penance and charity. Gods and gandharvas and apsaras, 
dressed in white robes, will serve you and make you happy. Here 
flows the Ganga of heaven. Bathe in it, and you lose your human 
nature. You will feel no grief, no enmity; you will be free from 
disease.” 

The god Dharma said to his son Yudhishthira: “You have pleas¬ 
ed me with your truth-speaking, forgiveness, and self-discipline. 
For this is the third time that I have tested you. Now I know that 
you are morally incorruptible. Remember how in the Dvaita forest 
you came to the lake to recover the two lost fire-sticks. You passed 
the first test well. Then I assumed the form of a dog, and tested 
you a second time when your brothers and Draupadi collapsed on 
the slope of Meru. Then the third test—and this time you, for 
the sake of your brothers, preferred hell to heaven. You are now 
purified, you are now blessed. Son of ICunti, your brothers do not 
deserve hell. It was all an illusion devised by Indra.” 

Honoured by the gods, Maruts and rishis , Yudhishthira went 
to the place where the heroes of the Kuru race enjoyed heavenly 
bliss. 

He saw Krishna in the form of Brahma, worshipped by Arjuna 
who olazed with radiance; they were adored in turn by the gods. 
Seeing Yudhishthira, they welcomed him. 

Elsewhere he saw Kama, dazzling with the glory of a dozen 
suns. He saw refulgent Bhima, sitting among the Maruts, next to 
the wind god. In the place of the Ashvins, Yudhishthira saw 
radiant Nakula and Sahadeva. 

He saw Draupadi wearing a lotus garland, dazzling with the 
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splendour of the sun. He had a sudden urge to speak to her. 

Indra, the lord of the gods, said to him: “She is Lakshmi her¬ 
self. She became Draupadi, the fragrant and heart-delighting 
daughter of Draupada, for your welfare. She was not conceived in 
a mother’s womb, but created by Shiva, who desired your pleasure 
and welfare. These five glorious gandharvas who shine with the 
radiance of fire are Draupadi’s five sons. And here is the son of 
Subhadra, enjoying the company of Soma: the powerful Abhi- 
manyu, now soft and pleasant like moonlight. Here is the great 
Pandu, in the company of Kunti and Madri. Over there is 
Bhishma, Shantanu’s son, surrounded by the Vasus. Sitting next 
to Brihaspati is your guru Drona. They have all left their mortal 
bodies behind, and they are enjoying the celestial state which 
they have earned through the goodness of their thought, word, and 
deed.” 

The theme of this epic is the history of India. It traces the his¬ 
tory of the Bharata race, so it is called the Bharata. It does so with 
moral seriousness, so it is called the Mahabharata. 

The intelligent interpreter of this great epic 

Is cleansed of all impurities. 

He enjoys Dharma, Artha, Kama, 

And attains the ultimate Moksha. 

What is found in this epic 
may be elsewhere; 

What is not in this epic 
is nowhere else. 

This is the Epic of Victory. 

It should be heard by the salvation-seeker. 

Brahmins and kings should read it; 

So should pregnant women. 

The seeker of heaven will get heaven; 

The seeker of victory finds victory; 

The pregnant woman gets a son 
or a fortune-favoured daughter. 

Powerful, born-on-an-island Vyasa, 
who will not return, 

Condensed the Mahabharata 
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for the sake of Dharraa. 

Narada recited the epic to the gods, 

Asita-Devala to the spirits of the ancestors, 

Shuka to the rakshasas and yakshas, 

And Vaishampayana to human beings. 

This is a sacred history. 

As profound and holy as the Vedas. 

The man who recites or listens to this epic. 

If he does so devotedly, is purified. 

« 

Thousands of mothers and fathers. 

Hundreds of sons and wives, 

Come into this world, and leave this world. 

Thousands of others will come 
and depart. 

Thousands of occasions for joy, 

Thousands of occasions for sadness— 

The ignorant are their victims. 

The wise remain unmoved. 

I raise my arms and I shout— 
but no one listens! 

From dharma comes success and pleasure: 

why is dharma not practised? 

Never reject dharma not for pleasure, not from fear, 
not out of greed. 

Dharma is eternal. Discard life itself, 
but not dharma. 

Pleasure and pain are not eternal. 

The soul alone is eternal. 


This is the story of the epic. Anyone who listens to it in its en¬ 
tirety is cleansed of all impurities. His defects are dispelled, as 
darkness is dispelled by the sun, and he enjoys the celestial expe¬ 
rience of the realm of Vishnu as Vishnu does himself. 












The Mahabharata is an encyclopaedia of Hindu life and culture. 
With one very important difference—its learning is communicated 
in a painless, in fact positively pleasurable way, because whatever it 
wishes to say is told in the form of story, legend, and myth. 

The main story—the hard core of this timeless doomsday epic 
rich in dharma—is the rivalry which leads to a struggle for power 
between the cousins, the Kauravas and the Pandavas, both descen¬ 
dants of Kuru, culminating inevitably in the war of Kurukshetra, a 
terrifying holocaust which ends in a pyrrhic victory for the Pan¬ 
davas. 

What the epic really does is to provide a vivid, complete entry 
into the variety, complexity, and intensity of life. “What is found 
in this epic may be found elsewhere; what is not in this epic is no¬ 
where else.” It is not a Hindu epic; it is the epic of India that is 
Bharat; it is a world epic. In this new, condensed transcreation, 
P. Lai makes the essential Mahabharata available to the interested 
reader seeking an experience of life’s magnificent totality. 
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The diacritical marks used here follow the international roman trans¬ 
literation system, with four exceptions : s is represented as i//, j as ?h 9 c 
as ch, and r as 

ABHIMANYLJ (Self-willed): Arjuna’s son by Subhadra. On the second 
day of the war he killed Duryodhana’s son Lak§hmana; he was surrounded 
and killed by the Kauravas on the thirteenth day. He married Uttara, 
daughter of King Virata; their son, Parlk§hit, became king of Hastinapura 
when the Pandavas went on their last pilgrimage- 

ACHARYA (Former of character): Title of Drona, the teacher of the Panda¬ 
vas. 

ADHARMA (Against moral law) : Since Hinduism has no word for sin or evil 
(“papa” suggests crime; misdeed, ill behaviour), adharma serves as a blanket 
term for any form of unrighteousness or violation of the moral law. 

ADHIRATHA (Supreme chariot): The foster-father of Karna. 

ADHYATMAN (Supreme Atman): The spirit of the universe, the “Over- 
soul.” 

ADITYAS: Sons of Adm, goddess of eternal space; they are twelve in 
number. 

AGNI (Fire) : The fire god in the Vedas. One of the three major Vedic deities 
(Vayu or Indra, and Surya are the other two). 

AJATASHATRU (One whose enemy is unborn): Another name forYudhi§h- 
thirn- 

AMARAVATI (Immortality abode) : Indra's heavenly capital, located, accor¬ 
ding to legend, near Meru,the mountain of heaven. Also known as Deva- 
purn, “city of the gods. 

AMBA (Mother) : Eldest [daughter of king of Kashi (Varanasi). Bhl$hnia 
abducted her and her sisters Ambika and Ambalika for marriage with Vichi- 
travlrya. She was betrothed to the king of Shalva, who refused to marry her 
when she persuaded Bhl§hma to send her back, because he doubted her purity 
She propitiated Shiva, who granted her the boon of being re-born as Shikhai}-’ 
din (the warrior who, with Arjuna, killed Bhi?hma) in the palace of king 
Drupada. 

AMBALIKA: The younger widow of Vichitravirya, and mother of Panda by 
Vyasa, compiler of the Mahabliarata (See AMBA). 

AttGA: Probably the precincts of Bhagalpur in Bengal; its capital was 
Champa. 

APSARA (Moving in the water): Nymph of Indras heaven; celebrated 
apsaras are UrvashI, Menaka, and Rambha. “They are the wives or the 
mistresses of the Gandharvas, and are not prudish in the dispensation 0 f 
their favours.” 

ARAtfYAKA : Another name for the Vana Parva (“Forest Book”), the third 
book of the M ihabharata, dealing with the life of the Parujavas in exile. 

ARJLTNA : The third Pand.iva brother. His divine father was Indra. 

ARTHA : Material success. 

ARYA (Loyal, noble, dependable): Name of invading and settling race . 
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North India, circa 2000 B. C. The original Dravidian inhabitants (probably 
water-worshippers and devotees of Shiva) were disrespectfully termed An- 
Arya by the fire-worshipping Aryans. Hinduism is a complex blend of Aryan 
and Dravidian elements. 

ASURAS (Anti-gods): Enemies of the gods, including the Daityas and 
Danavas; they are descendants of Kashyapa. Their counter-force helps 
sustain the creative tension of the universe. 

AShVAMEDHA (Horse sacrifice): Elaborate ritual involving the sacrifice of a 

_ horse to indicate total and undisputed sovereignty over a kingdom. 

ATMAN : The individual soul or self; as distinct from Brahman, the supreme 
self. _ 

AVATARA (Descent): An incarnation of a god. Vi§hnu ? the Preserving 
Aspect of the Hindu trinity (Brahma-Vi§hnu-Shiva), has had nine avataras so 
far: (1) Matsya (Fish), (2) Kurma (Tortoise), (3) Varaha (Boar), (4) Naras- 
imha (Man-Lion), (5) Vamana (Dwarf), (6) Parashu-Rama (Axe-armed 
Rama), (7) Rama, (8) Kri$hna (Dark-skinned One), (9) Buddha. The tenth, 
Kalki (The White Horse), is predicted to appear at the end of the Kali Yuga. 
The order of appearance of the avataras suggests an evolutionary develop¬ 
ment. 


BALARAMA (Strong Rama): Kii$hna*s elder brother; he is also called Madhu- 
pnya (Wine-Lover). 

BARBARAS •. Non-Hindus; Compare Greek barbaros (foreigners, specially 
ersi u r.s). The analogy to ‘barbarians’ is not in sound only, but in all autho¬ 
rs a* 1 CSC arC c ^ asse i* w Bh borderers and foreigners and nations not Hindu.” 

VATA PURA*A (Ancient divine history): A religious book with 
twelve divisions and a total of 18,000 shlokas; the tenth division details the 
history of Krishna. 

BHAGlRATHl: The river Ganga. Moved by austerities of Bhagiratha, Shiva 
allowed the descent of the Ganga on the earth in order to purify the ashes of 
Bhagiratha’s ancestors. 

BHARATA : Son of Du§hyanta (of the Puru dynasty) and Shakuntala. Ninth 
'r/ e * S ^ e f 1 -/ r ? m was Kuru and fourteenth from Kuril was Shantanu (see 
BrTn/t a ^ arata Fam ^y Tree at end-papers of this volume). 

earsome). Second of the Pan^ava brothers; according to myth, he is 
rh?qu°^ w he W ' nd 8 ° d VSyu ’ whose other son is the monkey chief Hanuman. 

(Terrible): Son of Shantanu by the river goddess Ganga; guru in 
martial arts of the Pandavas and Kauravas. Also called Nadi-ja (River- 
Born) and Tala-Ketu (Palm-Bannered). 

BRAHMAN. The uncreated, undying universal soul; the attributeless 
(mrguna), ultimate divinity. Identical with Atman to the realised person, 
different to the ignorant. 

BRAHMA: First person singular of Brahman; God the active creator, born 
from the primal Cosmic Egg. His creation lasts one Brahma day or 
2,160,000,000 years; and is then dissolved, and re-created. He is red-skinned, 
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and has five heads (but is shown often with four, one having been burnt to 
ashes by Shiva, whom he had insulted), in his four hands he holds a sceptre, 
a spoon, a string of beads (ora bow), and the Vedas. His consort is the 
goddess of learning, Lakshml; his vehicle the swan. Also called Chatur- 
mukha (Four-Faced), Hamsa-Vahana (Swan-Rider), and Prajapati (Lord of 
Creatures). 

BRAHMACH ARYA: Self-control, often in the sense of abstinence from sex. 
A brahmachari is one who has renounced sense pleasures. 

BRAHMIN: The priestly caste. Only Brahmins can be Hindu priests. Manu 
divides a Brahmin’s Lfe-span into four stages: (1) Brahmacharya (Behaving 
as Brahman): the celibate studentship under a guru; (2) Grihastha (House 
duty): married life as family head and performance of domestic rituals; 
(3) Vanaprastha (Life in the forest): retirement in the forest for penance 
and austerities; (4) Sannyasa (Renunciation): the final stage of the detached 
religious mendicant on the road to mok§ha. 

BB-IHANNALA (Long-armed): Name of Arjuna during his thirteenth year of 
exile, disguised as a eunuch in the court of Virata. 

BRI HASP ATI (Lord of Greatness): The family priest of the gods. 


CHARVAKA: A rak?hasa friendly to Duryodhana; he publicly challenged 
t Yudhishfhira’s right to the throne of Hastinapura after the battle of Kuru- 
k$hetra, and was killed by a mantra from the assembled Brahmins. 

CHEKITANA: Son of Dhri§htaketu; ally of the Pancjavas. 

CHITRANlGADA: Elder son of Shantanu; killed in an encounter with a 
gandharva king of the same name. 

CHITRANGADA: Daughter of king Chitravahana; wife of Arjuna and 
mother of Vabhruvahana. 

CHITRASENA: (1) One of the hundred sons of Dhritara$htra; (2) a chief of 
the Yak§has. 


DA1TYAS: Descendants from Diti by the sage Kashyapa, these anti-gods 
(asuras) fought incessantly against the gods. “They and the Danavas are 
generally associated, and are hardly distinguishable/ 1 

DAK§HA: Ancient rishi sometimes described as the son of Brahma. 

DAKSHIIsfA: Fee paid to a Brahmin who conducts a sacrifice or yajfia; also 
fee paid to teacher as a tribute. 

DATSPAK A: The forest between the rivers Godavari and Narmada. 

DAR§HANA (Vision by demonstration); Any of the six systems of Hindu 
philosophy: Nyaya, Vaishe§hiki, Sam’chya, Yoga, Purva-Mimamsa, Uttara- 
Miniamsa. 

DEVAKl: Wife of Vasudeva, and mother of Krishna. 

DEVI (“Goddess”): Daughter of Himavat (the Himalayas), and consort of 
^hiva. She is Shiva’s shakti or female energy, and has a dual character, one 
gentle and beautiful, the other fierce and terrible. In her gentle form she i$ 
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Uma (Light), ParvatT (Belonging to the mountain), and Gaurl (Yellow): ill 
her fierce aspect she is Durga (Inaccessible), Kail (Time) and Shyama(Dark). 
DHARMA (DHRT=stable, steady): Code of good conduct, pattern of noble 
living, religious rules and observance. English has no equivalent for dharma; \J 
"‘religion” is a poor approximation. 


‘religion” is^a poor approximation. 

DHARMA-RAJA (King of good conduct): A patronym of Yudhishthira. 
Yudhishthira divine father is Dharma. 

DHAUMYA: Family priest of the Pandavas. 

DHRISHTADYUMNA: Brother of DraupadL As leader of the Pandava 
armies, he killed Drona, who had beheaded his father Drupada; he was 
kicked to death in his tent by Ashvatthaman, Drona’s son, after the war had 
ended. 

DH*I$HTAKETU: (1) A son of Dhrishtadyumna. (2) A son of Shishupala, 
and an ally of the Pandavas. (3) King of the Kekayas, and an ally of the 
Pandavas. 

DHR_ITARA§HTRA (stable-ruling): Brother of Pandu; blind ruler of Has- 
tinapura. e was the eldest son of Vyasa by VichitravTrya’s queen, Ambika. 
e a a undred sons by Gandharl. He and Gandharl perished in a forest 
re a ter renouncing palace life a few years after the end of the Kurukshetra 
war. 

DRA r UP r A ? T *. da rk-skinned daughter of King Drupada of Panchala, and 
w.fe ofthefiye Paodava brothers. She had five sons; by Yudhishthira, 
<s£ a f IV1 -t y3 ’ ^ ^ ^ ma ’ ^ rutns . oma ; by Arjuna, Shrutakirti; by Nakula, 
fDark-<:Wnnpdl v -. Bahadeva > Shrutakarman. She is also called Krishna 
ot thp Titir aftp’r ( SaCrifice -born), because her father obtained her 

h zhnnrtprl) 'in* e perr ° rman ce of a great sacrificial ritual, PanchamI (Five- 
noSAf R M if UVan! (Ever-youthful). 

Pandavas- ^soMm a k Brahmin ach arya or teacher of the Kaurvas and 
t He was ma • ecause his father Bharadvaja generated him in a 
son, Ashvatthaman^' 6 ‘° Krip3 ’ Bhi9,lma ’ s half-sister, and by her had a 

DR H^e ^t 8 cr ° fPaa 'i h51a ’ and father of Draupadl. He was Drona’s 

Drona was’in need Dro^ 0 fomed^^ ^ ,ett ‘ n8 Ws d °T W , hen 

his kingdom, but spared h j r °“‘ ed h,s armies * an nexed the southern half of 
nsrfnrm a ritualistic „„ -c fe- In reven 8 e > Drupada had two Brahmins 
and a daughter Draun a- °f’ by which he obta ined a son, Dhrishtadyumna, 

the sacrifi cial fire. He also had younger 

orTHS HASAN '. !er Dh r'tarajhtra; wife of Jayadratha. 

D RhTma ripped open his br^ '' The se3o:id of D ttritara§htra’s hundred sons. 
® h . , because he had a^ and drank his blood on the sixteenth day of the 
# ’ ra Sged Draupadi by her hair while she was in her 

period. 

DURVASAS (Ill dressed). An easily irritable sage, the son of Atri and 
Aoasuya. 

D aRVODHANA (Difficult to conquer): The eldest son of Dhritar ashtra, by 
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Gandhari. 

DU§HYANTA: A king of the lunar—the Puru-dynasty. He married 
Shakuntala. The legend is dramatised in Kalidasa’s Shakuntala. 
DVA1PAYANA (Island-born): Another name of Vyasa, so called because he 
was born to Satyavati on an island, the out-of-wedlock son of the sage 
Parashara. He is also called Kanina (Bastard). 


EKACHAKRA (Single wheel): A city in the land of the Kichakas, where the 
Pandavas passed the first years of their exile. 


GANAPATI (Lord of people): A name of Ganesha (q.v.), the elephant¬ 
headed god. 

gANDHARI; Princess of Gandhiira, the Gandaritis of Herodotus, a kingdom 
on the west bank of the Indus; and wife of the blind'king Dhfitarajhtra. 
Because her husband was blind, she spent her life blindfolded. 

GANDHARVA: Denizens of the sky or Indra’s heaven, soma-drinking 
connoisseurs of women. The Atharva-Veda says there are 6333 Gandharvas, 
but different books give other figures. Very likely the name of a hill-tribe in 
north India. 

GAI^pIVA: Arjuna’s bow, supposed to have been given by Soma to Varupa, 
who passed it on to Agni, who presented it to Arjuna. 

GANE§HA (Lord of people): The elephant-headed one-tusked deity i n the 
Hindu pantheon, son of Shiva and Parvati. “He is the god of wisdom and 
the remover of obstacles.” Many legends account for his elephant head. 
“Parvati went to her bath and told her son to keep the door. Shiva wished 
to enter and was opposed, so he cut off Ganesha s head. To pacify Parvati 
he replaced it with an elephant’s, the first that came to hand.” He i s the 
scribe who takes down the Mahabhdrata on Vyasa’s dictation. His skin i s 
ochre-coloured, and in his four hands he holds a shell, a discus, a club, and 
a water-lily. 

GANG A: Hinduism’s holiest river, often personified as a goddess, the eldest 

daughter of Himavat (the Himalayas) and Menaka. The Purarias have a 
charming legend about her. She descended on the earth, flowing f rorri ^ 
toes of Vi§hn u , as a result of the prayers of the sage Bhagiratha (hence she is 
called Bhaglrathi) in order to purify the ashes of King Sagara’s 60,000 sons 
Shiva received her, as she fell angrily, in his matted hair in order to cu S hi on ‘ 
the shock for the earth; from his hair she flowed out in ’Seven streams, the 
sapta-sindhava. In the Mahabhdrata, as the wife of King Shantanu, she bears 
a son Bhishma. She is also called Devabhuti (Born in heaven), Mandakinl 
(Gently-flowing) and Tfishrotah (Triple-running, i.e. in heaven, earth, an( j 

GANGADATTA (Gift of Ganga); Another name of BHlSHMA. See VASU 

GAROpA : A mythical bird deity, offspring of Kashyapa and Vinata. 

GAYATRl: The most sacred verse in'the Vedas. “It is considered so hoi 
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that copyists often refrain from transcribing it.” Wilson translates it asi 
We meditate on that excellent light of the divine sun: may he illuminate our 
minds.” 

GHATOJKACHA: Son of BhTma and Hidimba, sister of the rak$hasa 
Hidimba. 


HANUMAN: The monkey god of the Ramdyana . He is the son of Vayu, the 
wind god; hence he is able to fly. In the Mahdbharata he is brother of BhTma 
(mythically the son of Vayu). 

HARA: A name of Shiva. 

^ARI: A^name of Vi§hnu. 

HASTINAPURA (El e ph ant City); The capital of the Kauravas; its ruins have 

Winn's”' 02 ' 1 about s ' xty mi,es north-east of Delhi. 

h mav . A rak5hasa wornan by whom BhTma fathered a son, Ghafotkacha. 

AT: The Himalayas personified; Himavat is the husband of Menaka 
and father of Uma and Ganga. 

HIRAl^YA-GARBHA (Golden womb): The primal cosmic egg which, spilt- 
ting in two, was the cause of creation—“with these two shells Brahma formed 

„!. h x ^ eav r ens and the ea rth; and in the middle he placed the sky.” 

MA. Food or other offering in a puja ceremony. 


,, - * T* 12 god °** t ^ le or h ea ven. According to a legend in the Mafia- 

mata , e seduced Ahalya, the wife of the sage Gautama; Gautama cursed 

im, an a thousand vaginal sores appeared on his body (hence his name 

ayom, agina-marked”); these were later changed to eyes (hence his name 

TNnR a Ipni a ;/r? OU3and ‘ eyed ” ) - He is Arjuna’s divine father. 

<AbTHA. The capital of the Pantfavas; the name is still used for a 

sectjon of Delhi. 

hlstory or Je gend; a term applied specially [to the Ramdyana 
and the Mahdbharata . 


, . (World’s Lord): An incarnation of Vi$hnu (or Krishna) 

inth f PPe T ln Ea f tern Ind,a > s pecially in Puri Temple, Orissa. The image 
? J 5p e iS without ha nds or feet, and resembles a near abstract stump of 
i , v CyeS and moutl1 Painted in red and black. According to 
i_ CT _ n . JS ^akarma, the architect of the gods, agreed to make an image of 

in i r/f - eft und:stur bed, but was interrupted on the fifteenth day, and 
m anger left his work unfinished. 

JARA^^ A ( ^? kiDd,S adored one): A name of Krishna. 

h (Assembled by Jara): A king of Magadha, so named 

cause e was born in two halves to the two wives of Bfihadratha, and cast 
aWay * cnia le anti-god named Jara joined the halves. An implacable 
enemy of Krishna, he was killed by Bhlma after he refused to release the royal 
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allies of the Pancjavas he had captured in battle. 

JAYADRATHA: King of Sindhu, and husband of Dubshala, Duryodhana’s 
only sister. He abducted DraupadI, was brought back and humiliated—his 
hair was shaved off—and, in the battle of Kuruk§hetra, was killed by Arjuna. 


KAILAS A: A Himalayan mountain, the abode of Shiva and, in some legends, 
of Kuvera, god of wealth. 

KALA (Black): AnameofYama, god of death. The Atharva-Veda says, 
“He pulled out the worlds and embraced them. He is their father and their 
son. There is no power higher than him.” Sometimes applied to §hiva, 
consort of Kali. 

KAlI (Black): In the Vedas, Kali is the black or fearsome tongue among‘‘the 
seven flickering tongues of flame for devouring oblations of butter.” In later 
myth. Kali is the terrible, all-devouring consort of Shiva, the goddess who 
blesses the'devotee who realises the truth behind the mystery of time. 

KALIYUG A (Kali’s Age): Kali in dice games is the ace, and a symbol of ill 
luck. Kali Yuga is the fourth or present age of the world. It began in 3102 
B.C., and will last 432,000 years, after which the universal cycle will re¬ 
commence. 

/ KALPA (Thought): One day and one night of Brahma, together totalling 
4,320,000,000 years. 

KAMA (Love, passion): Also known as Kamadeva, god of love. His wife is 
Rati, goddess of desire. He carries a bow and arrows. The bow is of 
sugarcane, bees constitute the bowstring, and the arrows are flower-tipped; 
he rides a parrot, and his banner shows a fish on a red background. 

KARMA: The Hindu theory of birth and re birth, developed in philosophical 
terms on the basis of cause and effect. 

KARNA: Son of KuntI, by the son god Surya, before her marriage to Pamju. 
He was abandoned by KuntI and brought up by Adhiratha, the charioteer, 
and his wife Radha. Karna joined the Kauravas though he knew he was 
half-brother of the Pandavas. He was born equipped with gold earrings and 
armour, and received a divine javelin from Indra. Arjuna killed him by 
unfair means with a crescent-shaped arrow. He is also called Angaraja, 
King of Anga, and Kanina, “the Bastard.” 

KASHYAPA ('‘Tortoise’’): A Vedic sage; in the Mahabharata he is supposed to 
have married Aditi and twelve other daughters of Dnksha. The Atharva-Veda 
says, “The self-born Kashyapa sprang from Time,” and, as a “tortoise,” he 
is mythically supposed to have been the progenitor of creation. As creation’s 
father, he is called Prajapati (Lord of Creatures). 

KlCHAKA: Brother-in-law of the king of Virata; he was rolled into a lump 
of flesh by Bhlma for making immoral advances to DraupadI. 

KlNlPURUSHA (“What man’’): Aboriginals dwelling in the lower regions 
of the Himalayas, mentioned as warriors in the Mahabharata. Not to be 
confused with Kinnaras, legendary horse-headed celestial musicians who live 
in the kingdom of Kuvera, god of wealth. 
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KIRATAS: A tribe of forest-dwellers and hunters. 

KJR1$HI^A (Dark): In the Mahabhdrata , the legend of Krishna's birth is: 
Vi§hnu plucked a white and black hair from his head; the white entered 
Rohini’s womb, and became Balarama, and the black entered Devaki’s and 
became Krishna; hence Krishna is called Keshava (or Black-haired One). 
Since his father Vasudeva was brother of KuntI, wife of Pan<ju, Krishna is a 
first cousin of Yudhi§hthira, Bhlma, and Arjuna. 

K^ITAVARMAN : One of the three Kuru warriors who massacred the sleep¬ 
ing Pandavas in their camp in a surprise night sortie. He is killed in a 
drunken brawl in Dvaraka. 

KSH =\TR1 YA : The second, warrior or ruling caste of Hinduism. 

KUNTI: Mother of Kama during her virginhood by the sun god Surya; and 
° f Yudhl?h * h ' ra ’ Bhlma and Arjuna by King Pandu. 

1BHOJA : King of the Kuntiraja; adoptive father of KuntI. 

RU. Prince of the lunar race, ancestor of Dhritara$htra and Pandu; hence 

the race called the Kauravas. 

KU HA. A special kind of grass (poa cynosuroides) used in Hindu sacred 
rituals. 

KUVERA (Kubera): God of wealth, and chief of the Yakshas. His abode is 
the mountain of Kailasa. 


LAK$HMA>JA : A son of Duryodhana who was killed by Arjuna’s son Abhi- 
nianyu. (In the Rdmayaria, he is the son of Dasharatha by Sumitra, and 
‘^“-brothet-ofghatrnghna.) 

LlftGA ‘^, < ^ 0( ^^ ess °f fortune, wife of Vishnu, mother of Kama. 

’ GAM: The phallus, an austerely stylised version of which is the 
rVffi °t °* . iva worship. It is always represented as erect, suggesting the 

ltlicult discipline of complete sexual control. India has twelve great centres 
ot linga-worship (Somanatha, Shrisaila, Mahatala, Orhkara, Amareshvara, 
/aidyanatha, Rameshvara; Bhimashankara, Vishveshvara, Triambaka, 
Gautamesha, Kedarnatha). 


mauaLu'^ ^ Wlth Kunti ^ of Pandu; mother of Nakula and Sahadeva. 

... -Hi (Great Sage): Title applied to a holy man, usually completely 
liberated saint. 

MAI)JlPURA (City of gems): A city on the sea-coast of Kalinga (the modern 
m™ 3 ™ f ^ ArjUDa ' S SOn Vabhruvahana. 

( hinking creature): A generic name given to the fourteen progenitors 
of mankind. The first, Svayambhuva (Self-born) is credited with the compo¬ 
sition of the Code of Manu, the traditionally accepted system of Hindu 
social ethics. Svayambhuva is supposed to have been born, 30 , 000,000 
years ago, but the code gives evidences of having been written circa 500 b.C. 
and later. 

MATALI: Charioteer of Indra. 
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J^AYA: An anti-god architect of great skill. No to be confused with MAYX 
MAYA: Cosmic illusion, the deception by which the Divine One appears to be 
the Material Many, and by which the phenomenal world appears to be real. 
Also used to mean divine, supernatural power. 


NAgA: A snake, the cobra-capella. Also a mythical creature, with a human 
face, 3 serpent tail and a cobra neck. They are supposed to number a thou¬ 
sand; one of their beautiful females, Ulupl, married Arjuna. Also, a non- 
Aryan tribe. - 

NAKULA: Twin son of MadrI, Pantju’s second wife- He married Karenu- 
roatT, princess of Chedi, and his son was named Niramitra. 

^AradA: One of the seven great rishis; according to one legend, he was 
horn from Brahma’s forehead, and according to another he is Kashyapa’s 
s °n. He is the mischievous Brahmin in Vishnu’s heaven who asks teasing 
a nd impossible questions which the gods cannot answer. 

NARAKA: The Hindu hell; Manu names twenty-one different hells. All are 
places of torture for the temporary consignment of the wicked and irreligious. 

NARAYANA (Water-movement): Brahma, so called because he rested first on 
the cosmic waters. 

Nl§HADA: A tribe of the Vindhya mountains. 


ONl (composite of A U Kf): Hinduism mystic syllable, used in all prayers and 
rituals, and variously interpreted. It is said to stand for the Hindu 
trinity (« = Vi?hnu, //= Shiva, m=Brahma); also for the four possible slates 
of consciousness (a = waking, w=dreaming, //*=dreamless sleeping, and the 
incommunicable silence after the word = Nirvana). 


PANlpA: Name of a river and a lake in the Tungabhadra mountain range in 
^entrai India. 

PAl^CHAJANYA: Name of Kp§hna’s conch, “formed out of the shell of the 
sea-demon Panchnjana.” 

PAffCH ALA: Probably the territory around the modern Punjab in north India, 
Jhe name of the kingdom of Draupadl’s father. 

PANlpu (“Pale”): Brother of Dhritara$htra, and king of Hastinapura; father 
of the Pandavas. Called ‘‘Pale” because he apparently suffered from some 
pasting disease. 

PAlsf INI: Sanskrit’s great grammarian, author of the Paniniyan (circa 400 B.c.) 
which consists of 3996 sutras or aphorisms arranged in eight sections. The 
difference between European and Hindu ideas of grammer is well explained 
by Dowson: “In Europe, grammar has been looked upon as only a means 
to an end, the medium through which a knowledge of language and litera¬ 
ture is acquired. Wiih the Pandit, grammar was a science; it was studied 
for its own sake, and investigated with the most minute criticism,” compar- 
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able in some ways to the recent semantic studies in the West. 

PARASHARA: Grandson of Vasi§htha; his liaison with Satyavatl produced 
Vyasa, the author-compiler of the Mahdbhdrata. 

PARlK§HIT: Son of Abhimanyu and grandson of Arjuna; father of Janame- 
jaya. Killed by Ashvatthaman in his mother Uttara’s womb, he was given 
new life by Krishna. 

PAtAlA: The seven infernal regions, abodes of the Nagas, Daityas, Yak§has 
and others. 

P1TR1S: Manes, spirits of the ancestors to whom pindas (rice balls) and water 
are offered. 

PRADYUMNA: A son of Kri§hna by RukminT. His wife’s name was 
Prabhavatl. 

PRAjApATI (Creatures’ Lord): (1) Indra, according to the Vedas; (2 )Brahma, 
according to Manu; (3) also applied to the ten “mind-born.” sons of Brahma: 
Marichi, Atri, Angiras, Pulastya, Pulaha, Kratu, Vasi$htha, Pracheta* (nr 
Dak$ha), Bhrigu, and Narada. ( 

PRAKR.IT: “The Prakrits are provincial dialers of the Sanskrit, exhibiting 4 
more or less deterioration from the original language; and they occupy an 
intermediate position between that language and the modern vernaculars of 
India, very similar to that of the Romance language between the Latin and 
the modern language of Europe” (Dowson). 

PUROCHANA: Duryodhana's spy, who was instructed to burn the Pandnvns 
down in their house, but was burnt alive in his by Bhlma. * 

PURU§HOTTAMA (Best among men): A title of Vi§hnu “the sunr 
Puri, Orissa, is Purushottama-pitfia, the city sacred to Kri$hn a . P ^ * 


RA A ? UYA ( , Royal sacnfioe): A great sacrifice performed at the installation 
of a king, religious in its nature but political in its operation because it 
implied that he who instituted the sacrifice was a supreme lord a kin- over 

PriDCeS v ' ere re( 3 uired to be present at the rite” See 

ai r?h like ! y 3 n A 0n - Aryan ’ ,rea,ed as a demon able to change 
forin at will by the ruhng Aryans in ancient India. Sometimes associated with 
the Dravidian race—Ravapa was a rak?hasa king. 

RAMA: The royal hero of the epic by Valmlki, the Ramayana. 

RATI (Passion, Desire): Daughter of Dak$ha, and wife of Kama, the god of 

love. 


RAVANA: Ten-headed and Iwenty-armed rak§hasa, ruler of Lanka (Sri 
Lanka), whose abduction of SIta and humiliation by Rama forms the narra¬ 
tive of the Ramayana. Rak§hasa should not be translated as “demon”; “anti¬ 
god,” though inaccurate, is, closer. 

RUKMlNl. Daughter of the king of Vidarbha, and wife of Kri§hna. Her 
brother Rukmin prevented her from marrying Kri§hna, whom she loved, 

because Krishna had killed one of his royal friends, Kamsa; so he had her 
betrothed to Shishupala, king of the Chedis. Krishna abducted her on her 
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wedding day while she was on her way to the temple for the solemnisation of 
the marriage. When Krishna died, she and seven other wives committed sati . 


SAINFJAYA: Charioteer and adviser of Dhritara§htra. 

SANNYASI: A Brahmin in the last (renunciation) stage of the four stages of 
his life. Popularly used for any ascetic. 

SARASVATl (Flowing, Mellifluent): A river; also personification of the river 
as a goddess, the consort of Brahma, goddess of speech and knowledge. 

SXTYAKI: A relative of Krishna’s; he was Krishna’s charioteer and was killed 
by Kfitavarman in a drunken brawl in Dvaraka. 

SATYAVATl: Mother of Vyasa by her liaison with the sage Parashara; wife of 
Shantanu, and mother of Vichitravlrya and Chitrangada. 

SHAKUNI: Brother of Gandharl, and uncle of the Kauravas. 

SHALYA: Ki»g of the Madra and brother of Madrl, second wife of Paruju. He 
switched to the side of the Kauravas at the beginning of the war. After 
Karna’s death he was installed general on the last day, and was killed by 
Yudhi§hthira. 

SHAM BA: A cynical and profligate son of Krishna by Jambavatl. His irrever¬ 
ence caused him to be cursed by the three sages, Vishvamitra, Durvasas, 
and Narada, into giving birth to an iron mace which was responsible for the 
destruction of Krishna’s race. In addition, Durvasas cursed §hamba with 

leprosy- * 

SHANTANU (Calm): Son of Pratlpa and father of Bhishma; hence, the grand¬ 
father of DhritaraShtra. 

§HASTRA: Holy book, written principle, or precept; any law-book of the 


Hindus. 

SHATAROPA (Hundred-Formed): The first woman, according to Hindu myth 
The daughter of Brahma. * 

SHIKHANPIN (See Amba): One of the two princesses Bhishma abducted f Qr 
marriage to Vichitravlrya. Before she died, she had obtained a boon f rom 
Vi§hnu that she would be re-born as Shikhandin, son of Drupada, an( j t; ^ 
revenge on Bhishma by slaying him in the war. Though Arjuna slew Bhishma 

under Shi khancj in’s protection (Bhishma having vowed not to raise his hands 

against a woman), legend says that the fatal arrow was red by Shikhandi n 
himself. 

SHISHUPAlA: Son of the sister of Krishna’s father Vasudeva; hence Krishna 
first cousin. But because Krishna had abducted an< \™rried his Would^ 
wife, RukminI, he became Krishna’s enemy. He was killed by Kri§hij a iQ ^ 

Rajasuya ritual of Yudhishthira’s coronation. 

SHIVA: The destroying aspect of the Hindu divtne trmfly, Brahma-Vishnn 
Shiva. He is also called Aghora (Horrible), Chandrashekhara ( M _ ' 

Crested), Mahesha (Great Lord); Triambaka (Three- yed ^> Ma hakal a (i_ * 

of Cosmic Time), and Kapalamalin (Skull-Garlande ). 

ShR^DDHA: Formal Hindu ritual for the dead. 

ShODRA: The fourth or menial caste. 
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SMRITI (Remembered): Teaching handed down by tradition as distinct from 
revelation ( Shruti , heard). The Mahdblidrata is a work of smriti; according to 
Manu, “Shruti is the Veda, Smriti is the code of Law.” 

SOMA: The juice of a milky creeper (asclepias acidd) which, fermented, was 
drunk during the performance of religious rituals. Soma also means the 
moon. 


Sri (§HRI): Consort of Vishnu; goddess of fortune and prosperity. The term 
is also used as a prefix to signify “respectable, honourable.” 

SUBHADRA: Daughter of Vasudeva, sister of Kri?hn a , wife of Arjuna and 
mother of Abhimanyu. Krishna’s elder brother Balarama wanted to ’nrnrrv 
her to Duryodhana, but Krishna instructed Arjuna to abduct her. 

Sl f. YA: h The SUn god ‘ The 13th century ,em P le ^ Konarka, Orissa, is dedica- 


SOTRA (Thread. String): A wise rule or aphorism. 

SVARGA: The heaven of Indra. 

SVASTIKA: The Hindu svastika, a cross with the ends bent round 
mark supposed to bring good luck. 


a mystical 


TANTRA (Rule. Ritual): Religious and magical works in Ut u- 

which personify and glorify the female energy Shakti Th n « Hlndu,sm 

Tantra are indulgence in (1) Madya (wine), (2) Ma'm«. m V ® es ^° tiaIs ° f 
(fish), (4) Mudra (mystic gestures), (5) Maithuna (sexual (3) , Ma,sya 

is both benevolent (Uma, Gauii) and malevolent (Durea K-im° 9 | Se i'- Shakt ' 
shippers are of two kinds, right-hand and left-hand’*™' wor ‘ 

right-hand Shaktas is comparatively decent but that r .1 W0 . r ® hlp of the 
addressed ,0 ,he fierce forms of Shakfi, ,„d is mos, ice„,l “ 

TRIGARTA (Triple-Guarded): A territory in North Tndto . 

part of the modern Punjab. ” Indla ’ ,dentlfied with a 

TRIM0RTI (Three-formed): The Hindu triad, Brahma-Vishnu-Shiva 

TWICE-BORN (Dvi-ja): Term used to designate Brahmins whose sacred 
thread denotes a second, spiritual birth. sacred 


UGRASENA: King of Mathura, father of the \r • , 

him. After killing Kamsa, Krishna re-installed Ugrasena ^ ™ ° CP ° Sed 

UL UpI : Daughter of Kauravya, king of the Nagas. Arjuna formed a marriage 
liaison withber and she was a nurse to her step-son Vabhruvahana (son of 
Arjuna by Chitrangada). 

UPANI5HADS (Sitting reverently near, Esoteric doctrine): Philosophic tread- 
ses of Hinduism written between 1000 and 500 u.c.. about 150 in number 
dealing with fundamental questions of the origin of the universe, the identity 
of man, and the relation of the Atman to Brahman. 

URVASHl: Celestial nymph who was cursed to live upon the earth as the 
mistress-wife of Pururavas. Her amorous advances were rejected by Arjuna, 
as a result of which she cursed him to spend one year of his life in exile as a 
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hermaphrodite. 

UTTAMAUJAS: A great fighter, ally of the Pancjavas in the Kuruk§hetra war. 
UTTAR A: Son of king Virata; killed by Shalya. His sister was also called 
Uttara (accent on the last syllable); she was given in marriage to Arjuna’s 
son Abhimanyu, after Arjuna refused to marry her himself. 


VABHRUVAHANA: Son of Arjuna by Chitrangada, princess of Manipura. 
VAHANA (Vehicle): Any animal vehicle of a Hindu god. Brahma’s vehicle is % 
Harhsa (a cross between a swan and a goose; swoose?); Vi§hnu’s Garutja 
(half-eagle, half-man); Shiva’s Nandi (a bull); Indra’s Airavata (an elephant). 
Yama rides a buffalo, Karttikeya a peacock, Kama the sea-animal makara or 
a parrot, Varuna a fish, Ganesha a rat, Vayu an antelope, Durga a lion, and 
so on, until all creation is woven in a harmonious web of animal-human-god 
ecology. 

VAlSHAMPAYANA: A great sage and pupil of Vyasa; after learning the 
Malicibharata from Vyasa, he recited it to king Janamejaya at a yajfia. He is 
also supposed to have written the esoteric “Black” Yajur-Veda. 

VAlSHYA: The third caste in Hinduism, consisting of traders, merchants, and 
agriculturists. “Vaishya” in the sense of “seller” can also mean a professional 
dancing or entertaining woman in a royal court. 

VARANASI: The city of KaShi, anglicised as “Benares/ one of Hinduism’s 
great centres of holy pilgrimage. 

VArANAVATA: A city where the Pan^Iavas lived part of their exile. 

VARUNA (All-Embracer): The oldest Vedic deity, creator of heaven and earth; 

he is personified lord of the waters in later Hindu mythology. 

VASlSHTHA (Super-eminent): One of the seven great sages and ten Prajapa- 
tis. He plays a large role in the Ramdyana , where his celebrated enmity with 
the sage Vishvamitra is described at length. 

VASU: A rishi whose austerities raised him to the level of the Pole Star. Also, 
celestial beings re-born as the children of Ganga and Shantanu, Bhi$hma is a 

Vasu. fU . 

VASUDEVA: Father of Krishna, by DevakI (the younges o his seven wives), 
and brother of Kunti. The same word accented on the ^ rs syllable, Vasu- 
deva. is a name of Krishna, meaning “son of Vasudeva. 

VATSYAYANA: A sage, author of the Kama Sutra, a book on erotics, and 
Nyaya-Bhasha (the science of grammar). 

VAYU: The wind god. 

Veda (Wisdom): Four early (2000 b.c.) collection of hymns and songs (Rj c 
Yajur, Sama, Atharva) held in veneration as revealed scriptures by Hindus! 
VlCHITRAVlRYA (Remarkably brave): The younger son of Shantanu and 
Satyavatl. , 

VIDURA: Son of Vyasa by a low-caste slave girl. ^ credited with 

impartial wisdom, and occupies a high status in ihe Malmbharata, j n pan 
because he raised his voice in sole protest against the disrobing of E)raup a ^ 
VI$HbHJ (One who pervades): The preserving aspect ofthe Hindu divi ne 
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triad (Brahma-Vighnu-Shiva). Also called Anantasayana (Sleeper on the 
endless serpent), Narayana (Mover on the waters), and Pitambara (Dressed 
in yellow). 

ViSHVAMITRA (Unattached to the world): A sage, who though born a 
Kshatriya, became one of the seven great rifhis by the strength of his penan¬ 
ces and meditations. He is the legendary enemy of the sage Vasishjha; and his 
relations with the apsara Menaka led to the birth of Shakuntala. 

VRIKODARA (Wolf-bellied): A name applied to Bhlma, because of his earn 
antuan appetite. t-arg- 

VYASA (Arranger): Legendary composer of the Mahabharata. 


YADAVA: Krishna’s race or tribe; they were nomads but later ruled inn - , - 
in Gujarat, West India. n Dv araka 

YAJ&A: Any Hindu sacrifice or ritual in which fire is the central j • 

DAKSHINA. CentraI d eity. See 

YAK§HA: A class of divine beings, followers of the god of wealth v 

YAMA (Restrainer): God of death; according to legend, he is the so Vera ' 

YAMUNA; A river, tributary of the Ganga, personified as th* * 
sun. me daughter of the 

YAVANA (Sanskrit for “Ionian”): Greeks; foreigners. 

YOGA: One of the six systems of Hindu philosophy invr.iv- 
mental discipline. ’ ,n ® Physical and 

YUDH1SHTHIRA: The eldest of the five Panova brother 
myth, he is the son of Dharma, god of justice. S ‘ Accor ding to 

YUGA: A world cycle. There are supposed to the four y Ufi as (k • 

Dvapara, and the present Kali). A Mahayuga (great age) i s 4 tS’, Treta ’ 
years, and 8,640,000 human years constitute a ka/pa (or r, n ’ . , 0 human 
day of Brahma). 1 r ° ne n, 8 ht and one 

YLJYUTSU: Son of Dhrltaiajlifra by a Vaishya wife whose nam * 
he went over to the side of the Pandavas before the battle b ° ' S un * cnown ' 
Indraprastha when Yudhi$hfhira retired. e 8 an, and ruled 

















bhandArkar oriental research institute. poonA 

A Prospectus of a New and Critical Edition of the Mahabharata. Poona, 1919. 


When the Bhandarkar Institute embarked on its “fifteen year” project of bring¬ 
ing out a Critical Edition of the Mahabharata in 1919, they had no idea that the 
fifteen years would stretch to more than forty. This prospectus, in 40 pages, 
provides an excellent account of the importance of the Mahabharata and us rele¬ 
vance to Indian life; it explains why a new edition is required, and the complex 
problems involved in its preparation; apart from the methodology, it gives a 
full list of the time and expenses (an average of Rs 1000 per month for a conti¬ 
nuous period of some fifteen years.) The Advisory Committee for this project 
consisted of some very eminent names, among them Ashutosh Mukherjee, 
Rabindranath Tagore, and Annie Besant. 


BHOOTHAL1NGAM, MATHURAM ,, 

Sons of Panda. Bhoothalingam, 25 Tughlaq Road, New Delhi, 1966. 

Mrs Bhoothalingam retells the story of the ^ a,,a ' &/,a ; ra '^ 
it as “an epic of great beauty and pathos, and stressingthe ^ 

0 , << . faren i onnp'il ** This naturally involves severe editing or me epics 

and universal appeal ™ Mrs Bhoothalingam writes a clean, economical 
horrific scenes and episoueb . . , ings ^ h ave a 

style, and the illustrations by Ban.prosonno mostfy line drawings) 
graceful, evocative quality that will appeal to child and adult alike. 


DUTT, MANMATHA NATH (translator) 

The Mahabharata. Elysium Press, Calcutta. 1893-1905. 

_... . , „„ nin i e te translation, in three volumes, of the Mahabharata, 

This is the secondcompletehe^y, ^ ^ ^ {o g . ye a mostly verse . b y-vers e 

by the Rector of K ^ (he Kisari Moha n Ganguli version closely in many 

rendering. Dutt Ganguli Latinises, Dutt omits. In Book I (Adi 

places, but is more prudish, u b^ translated fof obyious reasonhe explains; 

fn'the’ same book, CIV, shlokas 14 to 20 are also “not translated for obvious 

reasons.” 


Dent’s Everyman’s Library. 1910, repr.nted 1944. 

t> r* t. 4 . « n r qt of his race to attain the rank of divisional Commis- 

R. C . Dutt W . S service; he atso received the Companionship of ,l,e 

.one,- th ?'“ d ' a “ traKlat , 0M of .he .wo San,bh epic, were 

finished 897; he wrote his “Translator-s Epilogue" for .he 
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version in 1898 in the University College, London. His selection of passages for 
translation is scrappy the begins with the tournament where Arjuna and Karna 
show their skills [Adi Parva] and ends with the horse sacrifice performed by 
Yudhi§hlhira [Ashvamedha Parva], leaving out much of the Adi Parva [“The 
Beginnings”] and the whole of the Maushala [“The Battle with Clubs”], Maha- 
prasthana |_‘ The Great Journey”] and Svargarohana [“Heaven”] Parvas.) He 
defends his decision by explaining that “A poem of ninety thousand couplets is 
more than what the average reader can stand; and the heterogeneous nature of 

its contents does not add to the interest of the work. If the religious works of 

°° Jeremy Taylor, the philosophy of Hobbes and Locke, the commen- 

anes o lackstone and the ballads of Percy, together with the tractarian writ¬ 
ings o ewman, Keble, and Pusey, were all thrown into blank verse and 
incorporated with Paradise Lost, the reader would scarcely be much to blame 
L ® "fed _ to a PPreciate that delectable compound. A complete translation of 
able Q m ~, b larata therefore into English verse is neither possible nor desir- 

Dutt’s choice of Locksley Hall hexameter as the best medium for verse franc 
lation of the Mahabharata—“ihz one finally adopted,” he says, “was a nelrer 
approach to the Sanskrit shloka than any other familiar English metre known 
10 me”—is ddigh,fully if not successfully argued; the other interest Ts £ charl. 
ter criticism in the style of A C. Bradley, a contemporary, whose Shakespea¬ 
rean Tragedy appeared in 1894—of the epic’s amazing variety of men and 
women. u 

, T Q h !> 0k , h * S * usefu,) though ou t-dated, bibliography, and an introduction 
by S.K. Ratchffe; it is dedicated to “The Right Hon. Professor F. Max Mtiller 
who has devoted his lifetime to the elucidation of the learning, literature and' 

ionn‘° n ° f ancient India< ” Th e Mahabharata rendering appeared originally in 
1899 with an introduction by Max Muller and “twelve photogravures from 
original illustration designed from Indian sources by E. Stuart Hardy.” 


GA&GULI, KlSARI MOHAN (translator) 

The Mahabharata. Bharata Karalaya Press, Calcutta, 1883-1896. 

This complete and faithful translation-the first of the two complete renderings 
into English of the epic and the only edition now available—is the monumental 
accomplishment strangely referred to by scholars and bibliographers alike, as 
the P.C. Roy translation.” Behind that error is a story as iniriguing as that 
of the ^entity of Shakespeare’s W.H. of the Sonnets. 

Pratapa Chandra Roy was born in the village of Shanko in the Burdwan 
district of Bengal on 15 March 1842. His father was Ramjai Roy; his mother, 
Drabamai Devi, died when he was two and a half. He was brought up by a 
widow who worked for a Brahmin in the Khulna district. As a boy he would 
pick up coconuts thrown as offerings in the Ganga or left by the waterside, 
sell them, and with the money beg his foster mother to buy him books. Im¬ 
pressed, the Brahmin employer put him in a school. 
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When he grew up, he became a bookseller in Calcutta. By 1869 he had put 
by enough money to by a small printing press and start a publishing concern. 

By the end of 1876 he had brought out a complete Bengali translation of the 

Jtfahdbharata. Then a new idea fired him: the complete Mahdbhdrata in Eng¬ 
lish. His purpose was to unfold the richness of the Indian heritage to the British 

rulers and to foreigners in general; as his widow innocently explained in her 

epilogue, attached to the last book in 1896, “If a knowledge of the mind of the 
people is of value to the administration of the country, who will deny the utility 
of an English translation of the Mahdbhdrata to the British Government of 
India?” 

He knew his own English was not good enough; and press work kept him too 
busy anyway. Luck brought him Babu Kisari Mohan Ganguli, a man with a 

brilliant academic record in English; Ganguli was entrusted with the work of 

translating the epic while Roy went around collecting funds from “peasants and 
princes, Anglo-Indian officials and English and American sympathisers to war¬ 
rant him ingoing forward”— for his ambition (in which he succeeded) was to 

distribute the translated volumes free. His first wife died; he married again in 
1886; in 1889 he was made, by Queen Victoria, a Companion of the Order of 

the British Empire; he died of an undiagnosed illness on 10 January 1895. His 
will directed that his property be sold and the money employed for three pur- 
poses—* the completion of the English Mahabhdrata, the erection ofatempleto 
^ Shiva in his village, and the excavation of a tank there for the use of the 

villagers. . , 

Babu Kisari Mohan Ganguli, who, “like a literary Atlas, bore the heavy 
burden of the translation,” gets mentioned only in the last volume of the Eng¬ 
lish translation. Though he had no hand at all in the translation, Roy put his 
name on the title page of the first nine volumes- The ambiguity that transform¬ 
ed a publisher into a translator and left K.M. Ganguli’s glory unsung has, to 
my knowledge, been spotted only by Ronald Inden and Maureen Patterson, 
compilers of the University of Chicago’s Bibliography to South Asian Studies; 
by K.M Nott in the Janus Press edition of the first two books of the Mahd- 
bharata • and by A C. Macdonnell in his History of Sanskrit Literature, where 
the translation is listed'in the bibliography as'having been published at “the 
expense of P-C. Roy” (it was really at K.M- Ganguli’s expense!). 

The “utility” was quickly noticed. Lord Dufferin sanctioned a grant of Rs 

11,000 (whose purchasing power equivalent today would be around $30,000), 

and Lord Ripon gave “a handsome contribution.” Sir Rivers Thompson “was 
pleased to sanction a grant of Rs 5000; Sir Auckland Colvin gave Rs 2000 
when he was appointed the Lieutenant-Governor of the North West Provinces; 
Sir Alfred Croft granted Rs 5000- The official list is augmented with American 
scholars and benefectors-Professor Lanman, Professor Maurice Bloomfield of 
Hopkins University and others. 

But K.M. Ganguli’s was entirely a labour of love. “My husband scarcely 
exaggerated the truth,” wrote P.C. Roy’s widow, “when he used to say that... 
he was only the hand that did the work while Babu Kisari Mohan was the 
head that directed it. While lying on his death bed, he earnestly appealed to 
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Babu K-isari Mohan to complete the undertaking. With tears in his eyes Babu 
Ki an Mohan readily gave the assurance that was solicited, saying that he 
would not, on any account, give up the work.” 

T h1 I S ;'!i“ by twe ° tieth century standards, a splendid piece of dedicated work 
The translation reads smoothly, and the translator’s notes indicate ih* °7 

ook to compare different recensions and to consult the various comm^ 6 hC 
he greatly favours Nilakantha’s). The supreme irony is that the kTo- 3 "® 8 
translation, now re-issued from Calcutta’s Oriental Press in 9 vnl, ’ M ' Gan S uli 
mentions his name, but openly credits P.C. Roy as “translator nowhere 

on the title page of each volume. anc * Publisher” 

In his “Translator’s Postscript,” at the Pn H nf v , 
explains that “Roy was against anonymity. I was for it ^ (1896) > Gariguli 

person could finish “the whole of the gigantic work ” ‘M ' Vas ^ flaid n° one 
resolved to withhold the name of the translator ” r '* u 1 Was ’ acc °rdingly, 
work had been accomplished when “an influential ind-*” hardly a fourth of the 
upon poor Pratapa Chandra Roy and accused hin7 , J0Urnal came down 

T lirarary tapo s , of posi./^hP ° f bei "* = Par,, ,o , 

when in fact, he was only the publisher.” Cil-t of v yaso’s wort 

translation has been completed, there can be no longer UCS: “ Now ‘hat the 

one h 6D d ” C 7 the fransIator - The entire translation is reason for withhold- 

one hand. Charu Chandra Mookerjee helped with pract . ,cal, y th e work of 
Sabha Parvas; “about four forms of the Sabha P arv T ° f the A di and 

Knjhria Kamal Bhaftacharya.’’ 1 were done by Professor 


karve, irAwatI 

Yuganta, Deshmukh Prakashan, Poona, 1969 - Sanoc 
man, 1974. ’ iy69 ’ SaQ Sam paperback. Orient Long- 

The Marafhi original of this remarkable book 1nn a ■ 

ded the Sahitya Akademi prize. Mrs Irawati Kdrv^w^J "* 1967 and was awar- 

m 1970 . Her fame as a literary critic and social 71? ?°™ in 1905; she died 

An Interpretation and Yuganta- The End of an Epoch w rCS - S ° n Hiadu Societ Y- 
uganta. Its acuteness of historical perception subtler Pra f S< L 1S t0 ° high for 
and depth of social observations merit only superlatives Even^h 8 *® 1 ana,yses ’ 
a guess, the stimulation provided by the process of Mrs v* he ? She hazards 
curiosity and sensitive imagination is a delight Karve s intellectual 

Primarily her book is a study of Vyasa’s char^fAro j , 
between Vyasa's lines in order to arrive at her conclusions‘.^o 00 ^^^ 
is sacrosanct. As Dr Norman Brown says in his Foreword, “Irawati R 3 g 
d,es the humanity of the Mahdbharata's great figures and no one of them"! 
ges for her as wholly good or wholly bad ... . All the great n* f th m mer ' 
Mahabhdrata are cut down in her analysis to human size.” This s^ndTunkind 
and may give an erroneous impression; Irawati Karve’s intention is not to 7 
little the epic’s figures; it is simply to see them as relevant to our lives. Draunadi 
Yudhsihthira and Gandhari are brilliantly discussed; and an eminently reveal- 
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ing chapter is on the relationship between Viduia and Yudhi$hthira, “Father 
and Son.” 

A memorable work of affectionate scholarship and critical acumen tempered 
by poetic imagination, Yuganta is an indispensable companion to any serious 
student of the epic. 


LAL, P. (transcreator) 

The Mahabharata ofVyasa. Writers Workshop, Calcutta, 1968. 


P Lai's shloka-by-£hloka transcreation of the Mahabharata was begun in 
November 196S, and Writers Workshop started issuing it in hardbound monthly 
fascicules averaging 64 pages each. One hundred and thirty-two volumes have 
appeared till 1979 and the work is progressing exactly on schedule. Tbe project 
is expected to be completed by November 1990. Elaborate notes and introduc¬ 
tions have been provided in many of the volumes. Fora complete listing, with 
extensive notes of books in English on, and English translations of, the Mahab- 
harata see P. LSI’s An Annotated Mahabharata Bibliography (Writers Workshop, 
Calcutta, 1967; revised edition 1980). 


NAP a«?iKIHAN, C.V. (translator) 

The Mahabharata'. An English Version based on Selected Verses. 

Columbia University Press, New York, 1965. 

~ taken off from his exacting work as Under Secretary of the 

it Chakravarthi V. Narasiriihan’s 216-page version of the Maha- 

United Nations. CbJcrtvartn^ | roetamnle Trandations 

miata was pi P Workmanlike and readable (though not in contem- 

from the Oriental Classics ^ ^ ^ ^ poonS BhaI)(Jarkar 

porary idiom). i : » the on ^ ^ . g used f<jr ^ ^ 

t (for nine b ’ e of giving “a straightforward narrative account of 

the y SUck . inS t0 f th g e pic: the rivalry between the Pandavas and the Kauravas,” 

the har< ! core 

story. An appendix lists the verses selected as the basis for this very free trans¬ 
lation.” The glossary has brief explanations of the Sanskrit names, and in h,s 
introduction Narasimhan summarises the epic narrative and adds short appre¬ 
ciations of the important characters. . , , 

Kisari Mohan Gadguli, in his translated English version, translated the 
franker portions of the epic -those dealing specifically with sexual deta.ls-into 
Latin- M N. Dutt omitted them altogether, with a note defending the moral 
value of his decision, in his “complete” translation. C.V. Narasimhan omits 
them also. In attempting to retain the old-world flavor, Narasimhan in places 
unnecessarily slips into awkward rhetoric and archaism ( O King, I shall now 
dispel, once and for all, your apprehension lest some one may again challenge 
you to a gambling game!”; "O Lord, console them with soothing words fraught 



396 bibliography 

with truth'.”; “Availing yourself of that opportunity, and warned by a sign that 
I will make beforehand, you should slay him when he is in that difficult 
situation.”) 


PUSALKER, A.D. 

Studies in Epics and Puranas of India (Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, Bombay, 1955 ) 


This excellent book by one of India’s most learned Indologis's is n mii» 
of six long essays: “Puranic Cosmogony”; “Were the Puranas Iri • „ lon 

Prakrit?"; “Vayu Purana versa, Shiva Paria"; "KarasSa’ °" g „T' y 
Samvaraaa”; "Historldly of Krsna”; and “Epic and Puranic Sladies ' T^T“i 
two are specially recommended to readers of the Mahabharata • p J j 
Puranic Studies” is a painstakingly collected, annotated list of books nni” C 
on the Puranas and on the Mahabharata in recent years An in. d essa ys 
bibliographical feast. * " 1DtelIectuaI and 


raghavan, V. 

The Mahabharata (Condensed in the Poet’s own words). 
G. A. Natesan & Co., Madras, 1935. 


A helpful, low-priced, pocket-sized paperback with the Sanskrit. . .4 

closely literal English translation side by side. This book appeal^ t in 19 5 
quickly ran into four editions, and since then has mysteriously stayed out of 
print. The selections from Vyasa’s original were made by Pandit A 
mvasachariar (“it is easy,” says the foreword, “to criticise the result and „ 
press one’s surprise at the omission of certain passages and the inclusion of 
others ). The translation is by Dr V. Raghavan, an acknowledged authority on 
Sanskrit literature, who died in 1978. “Every effort has been made to reLer 

the English translation both faithful and readable-Such 'frequents’ as tada 

(then), tatah (afterwards) and tatra (there), except where they definitely con 

tribute to the sense-these are left untranslated.” Though it overcolours the 

religious element in the epic and plays down the narrative. Dr Raghavan’s 
Mahabharata does not emasculate the original: it retains the casual, precise 
beauty of nature description, and the unembarrassed statement of intimate hin 
logical detail. 

There is a useful “Index to the Proper Names Occurring in the Text,” and 
concise note on “The Message of the Mahabharata" by the translator 
( ‘Nothing less than Truth and Right, Satya and Dharma, form the theme of 
the great epic”). The former President of the Indian Republic, S. Radha- 
krishrian, then a Professor, contributed a Foreword in which he interprets the 
Mahabharata as an attempt to illustrate the truth that “the mystery of life is a 
creative sacrifice.” 
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rAjAgopalachAri, C. 

Mahabharata. Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, Bombay, 1951. 

The Mahabharata of “Rajaji” (as the elder statesman was affectionately addres¬ 
sed in India) had proved to be extremely popular in this cheap, paperback 
edition (58,000 copies in four years, 1951-55). “Rajaji” played a significant 
role in India’s political life: he was associated with Mahatma Gandhi in the 
Civil Disobedience movement against the British, was Chief Minister of 
Madras, Governor of West Bengal, Home Minister of India, the first Indian 
Governor-General of the country, and founder, in his eighties in 1960, of the 
Swatantra (Freedom) Party. 

His version of the Mahabharata is the work of a practical moralist (he has a 
book on Marcus Aurelius). In 1943, he decided “to employ some of the 
scanty leisure of a busy life” to cover the Mahabharata narrative in a series 
of 107 stories designed for Tamil children. The re telling was done for the 
Tamil weekly Kalki, and the first story dealt with Shishupala. Later he put these 
stories into English, a “substantial part” of the translation from Tamil being 
done by two ‘’kind frieiis, P. ^s^airi and S. FCrishqimurti. Every sentence 
had for me a fragrance of the living pist. This quality can never be preserved 
or brought out in an English translation.* 

This English version of a Tamil re-telling is sometimes mistaken for a trans- 
lation from Vyasa’s Sanskrit. The stories are efficiently told, but—like all 
t children’s Ramayahas and Mahabharatas in India, including the famous Ben¬ 
gali ones of Ramananda Chatterjee—heavily edited, “disinfected,” and pretti¬ 
fied- Little is left to the imagination, and too many obvious explanatory adjec¬ 
tives (“harsh words,” "aggressive vanity,” "hard discipline,” “perverse flout¬ 
ing.” ‘‘deeply agitated.” “quaking hearts,” “spellbound silence,” “ w i] y strate- 
gems,” and so on) tend to block the steady epic flow. 


RAO, ShANTA RAMESHWAR 

The Mahabharata. Orient Longman, 1974. 


In this Scngam paperback edition based cn the original hardcover issued bv 
the same publishers in 1968, Shanta Rameshwar Rao re-tells the story of 
Vyasa’s epic in easily digestible English. This is in no way a translation. Smt 
Rao is convinced that the Mahabharata has “a message for all people • 

and old, men, women and children,” for which reason she focuses her ene rc i P ! 

on bringing out the message. This didacticism tends to slow down the 

of the narrative, as it did in Rajagopalachari s rendering. 


subramaisiiaM, kamalA 

Mahabharata. Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, Bombay, 1965. 

‘‘For a long time,” writes Smt. Subramapiam in her Preface, “I have wanted 
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to write a book which will rectify” the “faults” that she noted in earlier trans¬ 
lations of the epic. f ‘Not one is satisfactory. They are all literal translations.” 
She disagrees with the attempt to render “Bharatar$habha” (“very pleasing to 
the ear in Banskm’’) hterally into English as ‘‘O bull of the Bharata race!” 

gain, a woman is addressed as ‘Madagajagaamini’ in Sanskrit. In English 
1 as to be O woman with the gait of an elephant in rut’! This sounds so 
T hn°v OU ,!: ^ g . a * n> * bave seen several condensations of the Mahdbhdrata: 
The S f W ^ 8 * Ve US JUSt the story tbe e P lc - Here again, there is a handicap. 
DroDeH^° f C ° Urse ‘ But the characters in the story are not handled 
q f *L. cannot be > since there is not enough space for it.” 

the enic " Gree ^ tragedy ” quality of the story, “I have rendered 

admits "It ™ 8 ,S . ’ in a lar 8 e book of over 750 pages. Smt. Subiamaniam 
have tried t' S DOt QUIte 3 trans,ation - One might call it a ‘free translation.’I 
simple, stratoST*® ,tOI ? r 3$ dramatica "y as possible. I have narrated it in 
the epic and , nvard En ® hsh - r n this task, if one has to retain the spirit of 
fashioned English l,™° sphere ’ one . has to fa| l back upon thequaint.old- 
English does not woTk!» ° SU “ P ' C perfectIy ‘ At times cris P clear 

of intemions^has nroduce^o 7 3 / naIgam- Smt ' Subramapiam, with the finest 
ons, has produced only the most detailed re-telling of Vyasa’s epic. 

^ B 7-J; E - NEN ’ J - A - B ’ (transIat ^ and editor) 

1978. a ‘ a (Vo,s -1-3). The University of Chicago Press, 1973, 1975, 

k r," > ' h « Mamura,a was bwl „ 

,he of Sanskrit of 

Virata, Udyoga) when he n P d th ® firSt five b °° ks (Adi ’ Sabha ’ Vana > 
September 1979 The text he fol^T-* 3£e ° f 51 in C hampaign-Urbana in 

of the Bhandarkar Ori nt i n W6 f IS the sc h°larly and dependable recension 

snparvisSft ,^'^ S. SSl’"t"^ ^ PreP ™ d U " d " 

each of the thrpp V ni. a ^ar. His is an annotated translation, with 

glossary and index Professor Va^Bu-f^ , C3ITying 3 detailed introductioD > 
indisnenqnM^ ? or Van Bu,te nen s synoptic commentaries are an 

comprise alnn * ni ° lejUngIe ofthe Mahdbhdrata story and sub-plots and 
study of thp S - T 6 otber material, the most painstaking and readable 
disconr^p sty ^ Q * narrat ive, and mythology. "... My concourse and 

noli final - 1 1 C ° eagues ln history, art, anthropology, history of religions, 

, science, and even demography convinced me that an Indologist owes 
lJC . ° er disciplines bearing on India as to his own. It was out of this 
co viction t at t e decision arose to open up the great epic of India to all of 

What splendid fruits that decision has produced is immediately obvious to 
anyone w o goes through the first three volumes. In particular, the introduc- 
lon to t e ,ra ta Parva in Volume 3 /s a masterpiece of evocative, yet solidly 
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based, interpretation. This is not a shloka-by-shloka version, though the parva, 
sub-parva, and shloka references are provided in the margin; Professor Van 
Buitenen does a run-on translation, mostly in prose, with occasional “verse* 
quatrains. “I have tried to give as fair and responsive an English translation 
as is within my ability. . . .*’ He admits that one weakness of his rendering is 
that while “the original was meant to be listened to,” his is “inevitably inten¬ 
ded to be read.” 

A great pity, because this tends to artificialise the oral immediacy of the epic 
by giving it a bookish, literary flavour. Even fairly common words like dharma, 
k§hatriya and mahatma are given equivalents that appear to be unnecessary. 
“For dharma my choice has been a capitalised ‘Law’ not only because Law 
is approximate in its evocative connotations, but also because in practice it 
allows for syntactic variations: according to Law, and law-minded, law-spiri¬ 
ted, law abiding, law-like, and even lawly—the last on the analogy of lovely 
... .1 am very much aware that such literalism might result in a quasi-trans¬ 
lation. . . . Terms for social ranks, brahmana, k§hatriya,vaishya and Mudra , 
have been rendered by the Anglicised ‘brahmin’, and ‘baron’, ‘commoner’, 
and ‘serf’ respectively. For k§hatriya the rendering ‘baron’ was chosen, not 
only because in its mediaeval sense it is an acceptable translation, but also be¬ 
cause it permits further derivation: 'baronage’ (k?hatra), ‘baronial’ (k§htriya), 
‘baroness’ (k§hatriya). . • It is surprising to see a Sanskritist of such sensi¬ 
tivity and eminence as Professor Buitenen arguing for the merits of a far-out 
word like “baron” as an approximation for kshatriya, but this indicates the 
hazards that face Sanskrit translation into English, and the compromises that 
even the most well-meaning of translators decide to make. 

Consider the inappropriateness in the Indian context of the following 
passage: “When the world had been rid of barons by that scion of the Bhrgus, 
the baronesses, sire, came to the brahmins craving for their wombs Brahmins 
of strict vows fell with them, at the right season, tiger among men, nor out of 
season. Those baronesses got with child by them by the thousands, and there¬ 
upon they gave birth, O King, to barons that were to prove champions, boys 
as well as girls, to increase once more the baronage. . . (p. 136, Volume 1, 

Vaishampayana to Janamejaya). 

A problem all translators of classics have to face is how to convey the 
spirit of a past age in a modern language to contemporary readers. Professor 
Van Buitenen tries to accomplish this by resorting to archaisms: “At once, 
metliinks, measures are to be taken....” (Vol. 1, p. 112); “Arjuna begot 
Abhimanyu on Subhadra, Bhlma begot Ghatotkacha. . .(Vol. 1); “From 
whence do you hail?” (Vol. 1, p. 186, DevayanI to Yayati); “Prnv. 

(Yayati to DevayanI); " ‘King, pleasure met’ 

^ ,ri - ' 
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“As they (the snakes) were burning one after another a loud stench drifted off 

..(Vol. h P. 114)? What does “miracle-mongering” mean in "They (eigh¬ 
teen akshauhinis of soldiers) went to their perdition, by miracle-mongering 
Time, which made the Kauravas its tool”? 

And sometimes an over-idiomatic contemporary tone or phrase interferes 
with the ancient ethos: “Your teacher’s wife has had her period, and the 
teacher is abroad. See to it that her desire is not barren. She is in a bad way 
now.” (Vol. 1, p. 49); “ . . .when the crooks cheated him in a dishonest game 
of dice” (Vol. l,p. 12); “While he (Vasu) roamed the lovely woods, his seed 
burst forth’ (Vol. 1, p. 132). 

I have restricted my examples to Volume 1, with the idea of showing how 

difficult the business of translating classical texts is. A fuller discussion of the 

problems of translating Vyasa forms the fifth section of my introduction to this 
book. Each translator makes his own ground rules and creates his own pitfalls. 
Translating is a humane and humbling affair. Two cheers for Professor Van 
Buitenen’s loving scholarship and readable commentaries- the third cheer 
withheld, because he preferred a print-culture rendering for an oral culture 
epic. 


VAN NOOTEN; BAREND A. 

The Mahabharatd (Twayne Publishers, New York, 1971 ). 


^^ofVvasa 3 ^!^ 6 m ° St COncise> inf °rmative and helpful introduction to the 
eptc of Vyasa. In 153 pages Dr Van Nooten, Professor of Sanskrit in Berkeley, 

C'„ relnt work l enlry int0 ,he c omp.exities of the MahabhaJa: 

the present work g,ves a description of the character and history of. . .the 

longest epic m the world” which “has in the two thousand years since its com- 
position exerted, an unparalleled influence on the culture and thinking of the 
peop!e of India Specially fa.scinating is Chapter 6, “The spread of the Malta- 
bharata, which traces the influence of the epic on such unsuspected texts as the 
Gesm Romanomm and the Aeneid. There is a good bibliography of primary 
and secondary sources. 1 J 


political science; atu.- 

as much to other disciplines bearing onfhifia 

conviction that the arose open „ p ,h. g™, epic of India to all, 

What splendid frails that decision has produced is immediately obvious t 
anyone who goes through the first three volumes. In particular, the inlroditt 
non to the Virafa Parva m Volume 3 Is a masterpiece of evocative, yet solidl 
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